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Sonia Bloch 
 
Sonia’s interest in social justice began long before the 
60’s civil rights movement. As a college student at the U. 
of C. in the ‘40’s, she joined the Young People’s Socialist 
League. She also worked as an organizer for the Ladies 
Garment Union during the summer. 
 
What drew Sonia to Selma in 1965 was a plea that rang 
out from her kitchen radio, asking everyone to come to 
Selma to stand up for equal rights.  A young mother of 
three children, she contacted her good friends, Rabbi 
Arnold Wolf and his wife Lois, to see if she could join the 
Chicago contingency heading south.  The buses were 
full, but her friends put her on a waiting list.   And when 
she got the call that a seat had become available, she 
jumped at the opportunity. Her kids came home from 
school to find a note on the fridge:  “Gone to Selma.” 

 
On the ride down, Sonia recalls, Lew Kreinberg taught the northerners how to protect 
themselves from blows by crouching down and covering their heads – essentially 
practicing Dr. King’s method of nonviolent resistance. Once in Selma, she remembers 
gathering at the foot of a Selma church, forming a ring at the bottom of the steps, and – with 
Rabbi Abraham Heschel leading – singing “We Shall Overcome.” He was instrumental, she 
said, in bringing Conservative Jews into the social justice movement, reaching out to many 
denominations to fight for civil rights. 
 
When she returned to the North Shore, Sonia’s civil rights activism was not warmly 
embraced by her Conservative synagogue.  She was seen as an “oddball” – doing something 
unexpected of an observant Jew. But her Selma experience had shaped her in ways they 
couldn’t understand.  Among her many accomplishments in a long career of service, Sonia 
served as president of the Jewish Council on Urban Affairs—an organization dedicated to 
pursuing social and economic justice for Chicago’s most vulnerable neighborhoods “by 
promoting a vision of empowering communities from within.” 
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