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“Underwear and Eyeglasses: Lessons from a Mensch” 
 
 

I want to tell you a story about underwear and eyeglasses. It’s the story of Project Mensch. 

Let’s say that you are a volunteer in a DC Public School with a lot of poor students. You hear a 

story at the school about a little girl in the kindergarten who was particularly antsy in class.  

The school has a uniform and you can get in trouble for not wearing it, so she wears tights 

every day and she’s constantly pulling on them. She can’t sit still, which disrupted her class 

and made it hard for her to learn. The teacher, who has 25 maybe 30 students in the class, 

uses typical school discipline. But after a few weeks with no change, the teacher learns that 

this little girl can’t sit still because the only tights she owns are hand me downs that are far too 

big they are literally falling off her and what’s worse she’s almost never wearing underwear. 

She doesn’t have any – at least not clean or the right size. So, the teacher’s thinking about 

buying some for the student herself. How would you respond? 

 

On another day, the school social worker tells you about a problem she’s coming to realize 

about her school. Many students don’t do well in their classes and they read below grade level. 

She’s learning that some of these students doing poorly and misbehaving are kids who need 

glasses but are never seen wearing them. It turns out that many of them never got the glasses 

they needed or had already lost their only pair and can’t afford new ones. Meanwhile, the child, 

and sometimes the rest of the class, suffered. They can’t read the board or the papers and 

books in front of them. It’s no wonder they’re not learning and not behaving their best. The 

social worker asks for your help: Do you know any ways to get these kids eyeglasses? How 

would you respond? 

 

First, I hope you gave yourself a pat on the back for being a regular volunteer. You are one of 

the hundreds of Temple Sinai members who have joined our efforts to engage deeply with 

social action over the past four years. Although I’m talking about Project Mensch, just one of 



 

 

our programs, I could just as easily talk about the expanded efforts through Praying with Our 

Feet Shabbat activities, Roosevelt High School, Sinai House, WIN (the Washington Interfaith 

Network), the Women of Reform Judaism’s food collection happening right now during the high 

holy days, and efforts to stop gun violence, human trafficking, to aid immigrants and refuge 

seekers, protect workers’ rights, and more. But, enough about us, let’s talk about you. 

 

These are real stories that posed real challenges to our temple’s volunteers. What to do? For 

starters, if you’re the volunteer, these situations may not be any of your business. Should you 

really get involved with a stranger’s underwear – especially without their parents inviting you? 

And besides, these are symptoms of much bigger problems. There’s obviously some 

breakdown in the parenting or family system. And what about the school district or the city’s 

social services? Let them to do their job. And what can you really do anyway? These are 

problems of poverty and you’re not going to solve poverty. 

 

Our volunteers considered these issues and they looked to Jewish tradition. After all, it was the 

Jewish emphasis on helping the poor and the stranger that got them activated in the first place. 

One of the main sources that guided our response came from Pirke Avot 2:21, “Lo Alecha 

Ham’lachah ligmor…  Rabbi Tarfon taught: It is not your responsibility to finish the work, but 

you are not free to desist from it either.” When you encounter a challenge that is big and you 

are considering how to even begin your response, don’t let perfect be the obstacle to doing 

good. It’s not your responsibility - and it would be chutzpah to think that you had the capability - 

to solve such huge problems. But you would be shirking your responsibility if you allowed the 

size or complexity of the problem to stop you from doing anything. 

 

Second, we considered the pace of our actions. There is certainly truth to the warning, “Look 

before you leap.” We could wait, study the problem, convene a committee of our volunteers to 

share the stories across the school, draw in some of the incredible expertise of our temple 

members and formulate a series of recommendations with steady benchmarks to be reached 

over the next few years. But we found the words of Hillel, again in Pirke Avot, to be the hard to 



 

 

resist: “Im lo achshav, ematay?” Hillel asks simply, “If not now, when?” In Parashat Vayera, 

when Abraham sees men approaching his tent from a distance, he literally runs to greet them 

to do the mitzvah of hachnasat orchim. From sources like these, the Talmudic principle says, 

“One should run to do a mitzvah whether a big or a small one.” 

 

Lastly, we learned the importance of addressing the basics. We’re going to read the creation 

story from Genesis in just a moment. It’s not a literal account, we know that. But that doesn’t 

mean it lacks any truth. There’s wisdom here. Genesis tells a story that emphasizes the 

basics. The first chapter, the six days of creation last only 31 verses. You’d be lucky to find a 

decent chopped liver recipe that’s shorter than that. This makes sense. The Torah doesn’t start 

with an overwhelming complexity or a level of fine minutiae. There’s no complicated theological 

introduction or statement of assumptions. It’s the basics: Day one, light and dark. Day two 

earth and sky. There’s a midrash on the beginning of the Torah that wants to address some of 

these big questions but instead of getting into the fine points, that midrash talks about the most 

basic thing: the letters, the aleph-bet and why, for example, the Torah starts with the second 

letter of the alphabet and not the first. 

 

Our volunteers applied these lessons. They looked around and saw examples of programs that 

work in other locations. One person called his eye doctor, Dr. Kaplan right here in Chevy 

Chase, who agreed to see dozens of kids on a Saturday and charge only the cost for the 

glasses – about 60 dollars per child. Others coordinated with the school and arranged 

transportation, some teachers volunteered to help chaperone and a generous donor agreed to 

cover all the costs anonymously. We provided glasses to over 120 kids and some of them 

came to this part of the city for the first time in their lives. 

 

After hearing more and more stories about the everyday basic needs that went unmet and the 

extent to which teachers were spending their own money - not just for classroom supplies but 

for life basics for their students - some of our volunteers knew we could help. Drawing on a 

model that one volunteer’s sister had created in Tulsa, they created Project Mensch. They 



 

 

knew that with a few clicks at any hour of the day, Amazon will deliver twelve pairs of 

underwear to your doorstep within two days for only twelve dollars. They signed up mensches 

– people who were willing to receive a weekly email with a wish list and links to Amazon to buy 

the specific products – and they began sending the weekly lists: T-shirts, food, pencils, laundry 

detergent, school uniforms, paper. The mensches always responded quickly and generously. 

The needed items are delivered to the Temple where they are sorted by volunteers and 

repackaged by classroom teacher and then delivered directly to those teachers’ classrooms by 

the end of the week. 

 

These are complicated problems that need serious, long-term solutions with experts and 

regular analysis. We understand that needs to happen if we really hope to make any lasting 

difference. But we also understand that there are kids who simply need underwear and 

eyeglasses and all it takes is a mensch willing to help them fill that need quickly and directly. 

 

Project Mensch offers good lessons for the New Year:  

Do what you can when can. Lo Alecha Ham’lacha ligmor. You are not required to 

completely solve all the problems, but you can’t stay out of it either. You can’t refuse to do 

something because you’re afraid you can’t do everything. 

Im lo achshav ematai? If not now when? There’s always a reason to delay, you’ll have 

no problem finding one. What the world needs is for you to do something now. 

And take care of the basics: If you keep it simple, “vayehi khen” – the creation story’s 

repeated affirmation that something has been accomplished each day - is more likely to 

happen. 

 

Shanah Tovah. 


