
CHAPTER 1 
Responsibility to our Circles of Obligation

In this chapter, we take a look at the ways in 

which we are at once (1) unique (like no one else), (2) 

attached (like some others), and (3) the same (like all 

others). We will ask how our sense of responsibility 

affects each one of these rungs. Through content-

driven conversations, we will provide participants 

with an opportunity to explore in what way 

obligation runs throughout our human experiences. 

These sessions ask participants to reflect not only 

their experience on Project T.E.N., but also on their 

identities and lives “back home”. We will explore the 

tension between our particular affiliations, and our 

universal identities, and raise questions about how to 

prioritize when time and resources are limited: who 

do you help? 

Sessions in this Chapter:
1.  What Are Our Concentric Circles of Obligation?

2.  Particular vs. Universal orientations

3. Reflection Session: The Role of Context in our 

perception of need and our decision to take action

4. Film – Homecoming: on multiple identities and 

circles of obligation

5. The Poor of Your City: questioning where our 

foremost obligations lie
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What Are Our Concentric Circles of 
Obligation?  

 

Goals

Participants will:

 be introduced to the idea that human beings belong to ¸¸

concentric circles of association

map their own concentric circles of association¸¸

explore how to prioritize their obligations to the different levels ¸¸

of their concentric circles

   Trigger: Games Highlighting Differences and Similarities   

Game 1: “I’m the only person in the room who…”
The first game aims to demonstrate that no two people are quite the same. It highlights 

the uniqueness of everyone. 

This game is ideally played in a group that already knows each other. It serves to deepen 

the level of acquaintance between participants.

In no particular order (though it may be easier to go around in a circle), have each 

participant – one at a time – make their “only person” statement. For example:

"I am the only person in the room who has never tasted shrimp" [this tells ��

the group that the person speaking likely keeps kosher, and thinks that he or 

she is the only one who does]

"I am the only person in the room who is openly gay" [this is, on the one ��

hand, a chance for the participant to express his or her own pride, but is also a 

declaration that he or she doesn’t know of anyone else who is gay in the group]

  

After each statement is made, allow others to correct the statement, as appropriate. For 

example, perhaps someone else has not tasted shrimp (or keeps kosher), but this fact was 

previously unknown. Allow people to "prove the statement wrong."
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This game not only asks participants to make self-directed statements of identity, but 

also to make statements about their perceptions of the others in the group.  

[The pitfall of this game is that the first few people to speak set the tone and degree 

of seriousness for the rest of the conversation. If the first two make shallow statements 

about simple likes and dislikes, the potential of the game may be compromised. We 

recommend that you strategically guide the statements towards areas that touch closely 

on identity.]

Game 2: “The wind blows on…”

The second game aims to highlight similarities between people. 

A set of chairs, one fewer than the number of participants, is arranged in a circle. One 

player is initially designated "It." "It" stands in the middle of the circle. All other players 

sit in the chairs. In each round, "It" uses the formulation “the wind blows on” plus details 

about one or more of the group, and calls out his or her sentence that will select others 

from the group. For example:

"The wind blows on those with blue eyes."��

"The wind blows on those who are the oldest child in their families."��

All of the players on whom the wind blows—that is, players that fall into the named 

category—vacate their chair and attempt to find another seat (vacated by others in the 

same category). At the same time, "It" attempts to find a chair too. When all chairs are 

occupied, the person who remains standing becomes "it" for the next round.

Note: No player is ever eliminated and the game can proceed for as long as you want. 

The challenge of having to invent new categories tends to mean that different people 

participate in each scramble, and most players participate in frequent scrambles and get 

turns of becoming "It."
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Part 1:  Like Other People  

Teach participants the following framework:

In 1953, psychologists Henry A. Murray and Clyde Kluckhohn concluded that: 

ב-1953, הפסיכולוגים הנרי א. מורי וקלייד קלקון הגיעו למסקנה כי:

"All men are like all other men…like some other men…and like no other man"

"כל בני האדם דומים לכל בני האדם האחרים... דומים לחלק מבני האדם האחרים... 

ואינם דומים לאף אחד אחר"

 

Let’s acknowledge that they wrote in the language of the time, and we will apply it equally 

to both men and women.

What does it mean?

“…like all other [people]” highlights the fact that people of different cultures are the 

same in many ways. Compared to animals and inanimate objects, we really are the same!

“…like some other [people]” touches on the idea that we belong to groups that divide 

us from some while uniting us with others. We are each part of our sex, ethnicity, religion, 

and nation.

“…like no other [people]” is the empowering notion that every person is unique; he or 

she has his or her own constellation of attributes and leaves a distinct fingerprint on the 

world.

Questions to consider:

When engaging in social justice work, what motivates you? Do you act in the ��

world as a human being? As a Jew? As an individual with a strong set of personal 

moral standards?

To whom are you obligated? Humankind? Other Jews? Whatever cause ��

your convictions compel you to support?
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 Part 2: Concentric Circles of Responsibility 

Teach participants the following framework: 

In trying to understand the various individuals and bodies to which people are responsible, 

many have used concentric circles to illustrate degrees of responsibility. SELF is at the 

center, and each subsequent level is a lesser degree of closeness to one’s self.  While 

concentric circles are often understood to indicate geographic closeness, the model may 

also be used to depict degrees of any kind of closeness (including likeness and similarity, 

such as “me” in the middle, “people just like me” beyond that, and “people I have nothing 

in common with” on the outer level). 

Today, most people carry more than one identity. For example, a person may simultaneously 

identify as Jewish, an activist, a democrat, and an artist. In addition, the lines between 

identities often blur and take on a sense of fluidity. For example, one may view one’s 

Jewishness and one’s activism as significantly interwoven. 

A simple example of a concentric circle diagram may look something like this:

 

M
y neighborhood / com

m
un

it
y

Me
 and My Family

M y City/ Region

T h e W orld

Non-Jewish Jewish

Exercise: Recognizing your circles of community.

Have participants create their own concentric circle diagrams that reflect their own lives. 

Give out circles in at least 10 different sizes and colors, so that participants may overlay 

their circles and paste them together (also give out glue and/or tape). 

Have participants present and share their circles.  
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Challenge the group with questions like:

Where on your circles would you place the people you are currently ��

volunteering with/for on Project T.E.N.? 

Where on your circles would you place the needy of your home town?��

If these populations do not appear in the participants’ circles of obligation, then ask the 

group, “So, what brought you here? Is this an adventure for you, a getaway? Or is this 

about an ongoing commitment to a value?” 

Part 3: Your Town's Poor

Have participants read the following piece by Bambi Sheleg. 

Note: This reading is intended to challenge participants, and possibly create a sense of 

uneasiness.  

Your Town's Poor Take 
Precedence over Those 
from Other Towns
Bambi Sheleg, from The Peoplehood 
Papers, Volume 6

We live in the Armon Hanatziv 

neighborhood in Jerusalem. It is a colorful   

neighborhood where many different 

kinds of people gathered. There are Jews 

from the United States, from the former 

Soviet Union, from Islamic countries, 

and native Israeli Jews, religious, secular, 

traditional, rich and poor.   

In the last few years I find myself thinking 

a lot about the neighborhood where I 

reside – and the gap that exists between 

me and the people who live here. On 

one hand, we have lived here for over 

twenty years. On the other, my life has 

not been particularly involved with my 

neighborhood. I am immersed in my 

journalistic work and my family, and these 

consume all of my time. It occurred to me 

that there may be many things to be done 

in this neighborhood, but I am not aware 

of them because my entire attention is 

concentrated on my work and family.

I have been thinking lately that the 

technological and value systems in which 

we live cut us off from our immediate 

surroundings in many ways. We spend 

too much time talking to people who are 
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is given to correcting the situation of 

people that are far removed from us, 

and we fail to notice that so many Jews 

desperately need our attention. The 

economic situation of these Jews may 

be fine, but they are impoverished in 

the sense of lacking closeness to other 

Jews.  They lack a sense of belonging, and 

the consciousness that their Judaism is 

significant to them and to us. 

Even if we are not aware of it, the 

Jewish people needs a long process 

of rehabilitation. The essence of this 

process is our interest in ourselves. 

“Our town's poor come first”, our own 

interconnections – their strength and 

vibrancy -- are what will strengthen our 

people anew.

Bambi Sheleg is an Israeli 

journalist and the founding editor 

of Eretz Acheret (“A Different 

Israel”), a Hebrew magazine that 

calls attention to societal ills in 

all areas of Israeli society in its 

efforts to redress them

far removed from us, with whom we have 

only superficial ties, and whose fate is not 

tied to ours; and we neglect the people 

that are near us, because their physical 

closeness is so taken for granted that it 

does not command our interest.

“Your city's poor come first” – means to 

me not only poor in monetary terms, but 

in the attention given them. Those closest 

to us - in the family, in our social circle, 

and among our people at large – often 

don’t appear to need our attention. They 

are there – like the sky and the sun. It is 

as if they do not require nourishment and 

care, because they are already there. In 

contrast, those far from us seem more 

challenging and intriguing, just because 

of their distance from us.

Comes the Jewish tradition and tells us: 

you are mistaken. Your poor, those close 

to you, are the ones that should interest 

you the most. The treasure is not under 

some far away bridge. It is close by. You 

should focus your interest on those close 

to you. Give them your attention. This will 

give you strength and a stronger anchor 

in life than investing your time in far-away 

people who do not share the same destiny.

And if we are talking about the destiny 

of the Jewish people, we can say, by 

extension, that we should take an interest 

in both Jews who are near, and those who 

are far away,  . And if they are far, let's 

bring them closer to our "town", i.e. our 

consciousness. Too often our attention 
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עניי עירך קודמים 
לעניי ערים אחרות
במבי שלג, מסמכי העמיות, כרך 6

בירושלים.  הנציב  ארמון  בשכונת  גרים  אנחנו 

שכונה צבעונית שאספה אליה סוגים שונים של 

אנשים. יהודים מארצות הברית, מברית המועצות 

שנולדו  ויהודים  אסלאמיות,  ממדינות  לשעבר, 

בישראל, חילוניים, מסורתיים, עשירים ועניים.

מהרהרת  עצמי  את  מצאתי  האחרונות  בשנים 

רבות על השכונה שבה אני גרה – ובפער ביני ובין 

האנשים שחיים כאן. מצד אחד, אנחנו חיים כאן 

הייתי  לא  שני,  מצד  משנה.  מעשרים  יותר  כבר 

האלו.  השנים  בכל  בשכונה  מדי  יותר  מעורבת 

ובמשפחתי,  העיתונאית  בעבודתי  עסוקה  אני 

והם גוזלים את כל זמני. עלה בדעתי שאולי צריך 

לעשות דברים רבים בשכונה, אבל אני לא מודעת 

אליהם מפני שכל תשומת לבי מרוכזת בעבודתי 

ובמשפחתי. 

המערכות  רבים  שבמובנים  חשבתי  לאחרונה 

הטכנולוגיות והערכיות שבהן אנחנו חיים מנתקות 

יותר  אנחנו מבזבזים  המיידית.  אותנו מסביבתנו 

מדי זמן בשיחות עם אנשים רחוקים, שהקשרים 

קשורה  לא  ושאמונתם  בלבד,  שטחיים  איתם 

לאמונתנו; ואנחנו מזניחים את האנשים הקרובים 

לנו, מפני שקרבתם הגופנית מובנת מאליו, ואינה 

מושכת את תשומת לבנו. 

מבחינתי, המשפט "עניי עירך קודמים" לא מתייחס 

הלב  לתשומת  אלא  הכלכלי,  במובן  לעניים  רק 

שהקרובים  נראה  קרובות  לעתים  להם.  שניתנת 

ועמנו  שלנו  החברתי  המעגל  משפחתנו,   – לנו 

הם  לבנו.   לתשומת  זקוקים  לא   – כללי  באופן 

פשוט שם – כמו השמיים והשמש. נדמה שהם לא 

זקוקים לטיפוח ולאכפתיות, מפני שהם כבר שם. 

מאתגרים  נראים  מאיתנו  הרחוקים  זאת,  לעומת 

ומסקרנים יותר, רק מפני שהם רחוקים מאיתנו. 

המסורת היהודית באה ואומרת לנו: אתם טועים. 

העניים, הקרובים, הם אלו שצריכים לעניין אתכם 

מתחת  הרחק,  מסתתר  אינו  האוצר  מכל.  יותר 

להתמקד  עליכם  מאוד.  קרוב  הוא  כלשהו.  גשר 

בקרובים אליכם. להעניק להם את תשומת לבכם. 

עשרת  שיניב  בחייכם  עוגן  ותטילו  תתחזקו  כך 

עם  קשר  בטיפוח  השקעה  מאשר  יותר  מונים 

אנשים רחוקים, שאינם חולקים עמכם את אותו 

גורל. 

היהודי,  העם  של  גורלו  על  מדברים  אנחנו  ואם 

נוכל לומר, בהשאלה, שעלינו לפתח עניין ביהודים 

אולי  רחוקים,  הם  ואם  ברחוקים.  וגם  הקרובים 

נקרב אותם ל"עירנו", הווה אומר, לתודעה שלנו. 

תשומת  את  מפנים  אנחנו  מדי  קרובות  לעתים 

לבנו לתיקון חייהם של אנשים הרחוקים מאיתנו, 

ולא מצליחים לראות שיהודים רבים מאוד זקוקים 

נואשות לתשומת לבנו. המצב הכלכלי של היהודים 

האלו אולי תקין, אבל הם דלים בקרבה ליהודים 

ואת  השייכות,  תחושת  את  נעדרים  הם  אחרים. 

התודעה שהיהדות שלהם משמעותית להם ולנו. 

היהודי  העם  לזה,  מודעים  לא  אנחנו  אם  גם 

הזה  התהליך  מהות  ארוך.  שיקום  לתהליך  זקוק 

היא להביע עניין בעצמנו. "עניי עירנו קודמים", 

החיבורים ההדדיים שלנו – חוזקם וחיותם – הם 

שיחזקו ויחדשו את עמנו.


