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EXTENDING COMMUNITY AND RESPONSIBLITY  
 
by Mara Berde 
 
“Why would a Jewish educator spend a year in Rwanda? Are there Jews in Rwanda?”  This was a common 
response when I announced that I’d be spending a year volunteering in Rwanda after completing my 
Master’s degree in Jewish Education.  While there are no Jewish Rwandans, the Agahozo-Shalom Youth 
Village is modeled after youth villages in Israel – another country that faced an orphan problem after the 
Jewish people were ravaged by genocide – and imbues its youth with the values of community, respect, 
integrity, learning, and support of one another.  
 
I find the connection between Rwandans and the Jewish people compelling; both groups survived genocide 
and have worked to rebuild their lives, their country, and their culture.  This connection is one of the main 
reasons why I feel a responsibility to help repair Rwanda by volunteering at Agahozo-Shalom.  However, as I 
applied to serve as a volunteer in the Jewish Service Corps of the JDC, I struggled with the decision between 
volunteering in a Jewish community abroad and coming to Rwanda.  Both my background and my future lie 
in Jewish education and communal service, and I wondered if my skills could be put to use in Rwanda, or if 
they would be put to better use in a Jewish community?  
 
As I weighed my different options, I thought about the Jewish values I am most committed to transmitting to 
others and where I could most successfully accomplish that.  The values at the top of my list are Tikkun 
Olam (repairing the world), Kehillah (community), Achrayut (responsibility), and Dugma Ishit (role modeling).  
These are the core values that inform my life as a Jew, and, regardless of where I was placed as a Jewish 
Service Corps volunteer, I wanted to be able to live in a place where these values are important.  The 
Agahozo-Shalom Youth Village turned out to be perfect; even in a country where there are no Jews, these 
values exist.  I witness them each day at the village – as the students engage in Tikkun Olam, help each 
other with homework, play sports, and share about their days during Family Time.  
 
At Agahozo-Shalom, we are not just a community, but also a family; the teens live in families of 16 and have 
a House Mother and Counselor who stay with them during their four years in the village.  The values that I 
strive to educate about in the Jewish community – at camps, synagogues, and in youth groups – are the 
reality in Rwanda at Agahozo-Shalom.  Even though the population served is not Jewish, the work we are 
doing certainly is.  
 
Throughout my Jewish education, I was taught numerous times about the idea of kol yisrael arevim ze l’zeh 
– all of Israel is responsible for one another (Talmud Bavli, Shavuot 39a). To me, this is a statement of 
Jewish Peoplehood, meaning that Jews worldwide have not only the responsibility of caring for one another, 
(and not just in times of crisis), but also of providing one another with ongoing support in working towards 
creating a global Jewish community, regardless of cultural or denominational affiliation.  It means that, as a 
Jewish educator, I strive to educate others about the power of embracing diversity inside and outside of our 
communities and that this idea should expand beyond our small community to the worldwide Jewish 
community.  
 
However, I also struggle with this passage of Talmud because I believe that the notions of community and 
responsibility can (and should) extend beyond the Jewish people.   We have a responsibility – as human 
beings – to care for people outside the Jewish community, to provide the same support for any people in 
need as we would for any group of Jews in need. 
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BRIDGING TWO WORLDS 
The Jewish Service Corps of the JDC and the Agahozo-Shalom Youth Village have afforded me the 
opportunity to bridge the worlds of serving a non-sectarian community and remaining immersed in a Jewish 
community.  There are 10 Jewish Service Corps volunteers serving in Rwanda – enough to create an 
egalitarian minyan, daven, and say Kaddish together. We gather to welcome the Shabbat each week and eat 
challah that we’ve baked earlier in the day.  Additionally, we’re part of a network of 10 other Jewish Service 
Corps volunteers who are serving in Jewish communities worldwide, from Izmir, Turkey, to Dnepropetrovsk, 
Ukraine, to Minsk, Belarus.   On a recent conference call, we discussed our personal Jewish identities and 
Jewish practice, grappling with questions such as how to maintain your Jewish identity while working to 
facilitate meaningful Jewish experiences for others.  Or, for those of us in Rwanda, how to maintain your 
desired Jewish practice and Jewish identity while working in a non-sectarian environment.  We shared our 
thoughts about how the experience of volunteering abroad has impacted us and engaged in thought-
provoking conversations about our Jewish identities and practices. 
 
The opportunity to engage in professional development and share our personal Jewish journeys with the 
other Jewish Service Corps fellows has been invaluable to me. It is something that I will refer back to when I 
return to the U.S. and continue working within the Jewish community.  This reflection on our Jewish lives is 
something that is crucial for all Jewish educators to take part in; so often, we focus on our learners and 
enabling them to find meaning in Jewish experiences while forgetting about our own needs.  
 
I am extremely grateful for the opportunity to serve at Agahozo-Shalom as a Jewish Service Corps volunteer. 
This year of service has not been a “year off,” but, rather, a year where I gained skills and experience that 
will better prepare me for my future working in the Jewish community. Each and every day in Rwanda I learn 
something new – techniques to help students with English, tidbits about Rwandan culture, or tools for 
working with different people.  This year also has inspired me and reinforced my commitment to working as a 
Jewish educator; the same Jewish values that I was raised on are values that exist in the Rwanda and 
around the world. I look forward to the opportunity to share these values and my experience in Rwanda with 
the Jewish communities that I will serve in the future.  
 
 
 
Mara Berde graduated from the Davidson Graduate School of Jewish Education at JTS in May 2009 and will be serving in Rwanda 
until December 2010. You can follow her at  http://freeberde.wordpress.com.  For more information about the Agahozo-Shalom 
Youth Village, visit: www.agahozo-shalom.org.  
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