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First Day Rosh Hashanah

חכםתהיהצודק,תהיהאל
Don’t be right, be wise.

This is a popular Israeli expression first introduced in a campaign to
try to convince Israelis to be more thoughtful and considerate drivers
and clearly applicable to many areas of life.

It might seem obvious, but clearly it wasn’t happening which is why a
media campaign was created hoping to generate a cultural shift.

Us too, on this sea of the ocean, need to incorporate this principle into
our lives. Perhaps it is human nature that has us fixated on being
right, rather than wise. And perhaps our cultural milieu encourages it.
Whatever the cause, we’re hurting from this tendency, which in its
most extreme form, manifests as zealotry and extremism. And can
often be accompanied by a punitive element, wanting who we
consider to be the other side to lose or be humiliated or stick it to
them.

On a personal level, I, too, can get stuck needing to be right, be it with
my spouse, or parents, or friends, or here at shul. When that
happens, I can only see a narrow set of possibilities. I usually end up
disappointed with the outcome and with myself and risk fraying
relationships.

In some ways, the questions I am most asked are variations of this
core issue - what do I do when I’ve been wronged by this person…
how do I not let my need to be right hurt my relationships, how can I
work out this difference of opinions between myself and…, how can
we get along, how do I navigate this situation without it being win-lose.
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It might be conflict between parents and kids, or kids and parents, or
between siblings or other family members, or at the workplace, or here
at shul, or connected to partisan conflict in this country, or really every
other area of life.

There is an escalation of this need to be right, and it's being played
out with dangerous and sometimes fatal consequences, from
increased government stalemates, to road rage, attacks on social
media to cancel culture to gun violence, to to many other realms.

It is so easy to be locked into this win-lose model, zero sum, called
sechum ephes, hebrew.

Perhaps illustrative of this problem, is that there is no word in hebrew
or in Arabic for win-win. Yes, no language to express this value.

So we are up against alot. Living is complicated and messy, filled with
different viewpoints, priorities, preferences and emotions. It is so easy
to think we have nothing to learn from others and get stuck in needing
to be right or in conflict with others, rather than being wise, hacham. It
is really hard to follow Ben Zoma’s advice (Pirkei Avot 4:1):

אָדָםמִכָּלהַלּוֹמֵדחָכָם,אֵיזֶהוּאוֹמֵר,זוֹמָאבֶּן
Ben Zoma says: Who is wise? One who learns from every person.

But I know many of you and know that you yearn to be in community,
to create space to learn from others, to move away from binary
win-lose situations, to have relationships that nourish and don’t hurt.
But it is hard, and often feels like we are fighting an uphill battle and
our world and human nature are stacked against us.
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So today, on this day, where we are thinking about renewing our
world, and who we want to be, I want to share some examples and
language from rabbinic tradition, which focus on being wise, rather
than right, and suggest we uphold compromise as a religious value
which can help us be wise.

I realize it doesn’t always work and there are situations in which this is
dangerous or too toxic or too complicated and cases when it is ill
advised, but in my experience, that is only a small amount of the time.
And while I am making the case about compromise, and to consider
multiple perspectives, there are still, essential truths and values that
do need to be defended. Yes, climate change is real and while I
respect different approaches to understanding its impact, we should
reject any position that denies it is taking place.

I have been thinking alot about our attitudes towards compromise
since a lecture I heard this past summer in Jerusalem at the Hartman
Institute’s rabbinic seminar by Dr. Tal Becker. Each scholar at this
conference got to pick an area of Judaism which they thought was a
core concept and most of the topics are what you might have
expected: holiness, belief, shabbat and Tal chose to speak about
compromise as his topic. Tal (serves as the Legal Adviser of the
Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs and) has been a senior member of
the Israeli peace negotiation team in successive rounds of peace
negotiations, including playing an instrumental role in negotiating and
drafting the recent agreements between Israel and the UAE, Bahrain,
and Morocco. He has years of experience on the front lines of many of
Israel’s most diplomatic, legal, and policy challenges as a veteran
negotiator and key behind-the-scenes representative for Israel in a
wide variety of contexts. Tal’s early religious role model was the Vilna
Gaon who taught that being a serious Jew means having absolute
certainty of what to do at every moment, absolute rights and wrongs,



4

accompanied by intensity and extreme practices. For instance, he
encouraged putting your feet in frozen water to keep you awake when
you were feeling tired, so you could study even more hours of Torah.
This was Tal’s early role model of Jewish values. No grey, no wiggle
room, no compromise, just right and wrong.

Now, Tal has radically shifted and espouses compromise as the
religious goal to pursue, and a holy act. He sees it as an important
way to act in the divine image. One of God’s names is truth, Emet,
and one way to get closer to God, and overcome some of our
limitations as finite humans, is through expanding our truth by realizing
we get to a fuller truth through learning from others.

But compromise often has negative associations, seen as a weaker
form of policial conviction. It is the option you might pick when you are
not sufficiently committed to the cause or don’t have strong
convictions or are weak, or lazy, or because you couldn’t get what you
wanted otherwise. A successful negotiator is often considered the
one who got the most, didn’t budge, gave up the least, and made sure
the other side lost and is possibly humiliated- as if you are negotiating
buying a used car and not building a relationship. The notion that the
other side should gain something in the process, so that they might
feel good about the process and outcome and stay committed is seen
as irrelevant.

Compromise can be much less compelling and harder to rally people
around than positions of absolute certainty. Even delivering a dvar
torah about compromise is hard to make compelling, let alone
convincing folks to practice it. But what could our lives and world look
like if compromise was seen as the ideal, rather than the back up or a
secondary option.



5

I realize that this message of compromise and learning from multiple
perspectives may seem simplistic and that I am not suggesting
anything new. And I agree it is harder to get excited about it, than a
fire brand sermon about a particular position, but learning to practice it
is what I think our society desperately needs and implementing this
approach is hard and takes constant work and reframing our outlook.
We need to keep working on centering it in our lives. I know how hard
it can be within the family structure, let alone something bigger like a
synagogue, or within local and national politics. I think alot about how
to pursue these values at Beth Shalom, hoping to always be able to
do it - but… its not that easy. We are a very diverse community, with
different values and perspectives and religious practices and lots of
opinions. And try to honor a wide range of these perspectives. And on
rare occasions, a choice sometimes does need to be made that favors
one position, which we try to do only after hearing different
perspectives. On those occasions, we try to discern what is the best
expression of our understanding of Jewish practice and values and
community needs and how we can still honor multiple voices,
perspectives and needs in our community, even if we can’t include all
of them. And I am always sad and upset, when we can’t find a way to
include all of the perspectives. Part of the richness of our community
is our diversity of perspectives.

With those words of background, let’s look at some models from our
tradition.

Think of the mezuzah -the ashkenazi tradition is to hang it on a
diagonal. Why on a diagonal? In the 11th century, Rashi ruled, the
mezuzah should be hung vertically (Rashi and Tosafot on Menahot
33a) so that the top points towards God. But then Rashi’s grandson,
known as Rabbenu Tam, rules totally differently than his grandfather -
yes, even in Rashi’s family there are disagreements. He ruled that a
mezuzah should be affixed horizontally, because the Ten

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Bible/Torah/Commentaries/Rashi.shtml
https://www.sefaria.org/Tosafot_on_Menachot.33a?lang=he-en&utm_source=myjewishlearning.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Tosafot_on_Menachot.33a?lang=he-en&utm_source=myjewishlearning.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Rabbinics/Talmud/Gemara/Commentaries/Tosafot/Rabbenu_Tam.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Bible/Torah/Ten_Commandments.shtml
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Commandments and the Torah scrolls were kept horizontally in the ark
in the Temple.

A hundred and fifty years later Rabbi Jacob Ben Asher, called the Tur,
suggested you affix your mezuzah on a slant, pointing into the room,
(Yoreh Deah 289) as a way of honoring both positions and finding a
compromise. Three hundred years later this view was codified for
Ashkenazi Jews. (Some Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews today follow this
tradition while others hang their mezuzot vertically.) We didn’t arrive
at this solution right away. It took time. Yes, sometimes we have to sit
with something and make space (usually not a couple hundred years)
to get to a win-win option.

Our homes are physical buildings and also should be the place where
we feel safe to grow, and feel nourished and operate as small
sanctuaries, a mikdash me'at. The mezuzah serves as a protective
shield for our homes and brings in God’s presence, and is a reminder
of the mizvot. And while the biblical instructions for the mezuzah say
nothing as to how it is hung, the rabbis codify compromise into the
way we observe this mitzvah. How might we be reminded of these
teachings of the mezuzah when we see it on our doorposts, and use it
as a reminder to incorporate compromise into our lives?

Let's turn to another model connected to Rosh Hashanah. What are
we celebrating today? We are celebrating the anniversary of the
creation of the world, a theme we remember when we blow the shofar,
with the prayer hayom harat olam, which can be translated as “This
day the world was called into being” or “Today the world was birthed.”
But, creation is a six day process in the book of Genesis, so which day
of creation is today’s anniversary associated with?

Our makzor (on page 20) comments:
Opinions in the Babylonian Talmud consider the first day of the month
of Tishrei (Rosh Hashanah) as the first day of creation (Rosh

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Bible/Torah/Ten_Commandments.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Jewish_Holidays/Tisha_BAv/Ideas_and_Beliefs/The_Temple.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Rabbinics/Halakhah/Medieval/Shulhan_Arukh/Arbaah_Turim.shtml
https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh,_Yoreh_De'ah.289?lang=he-en&utm_source=myjewishlearning.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/beliefs/Theology/Who_is_a_Jew/Types_of_Jews/Ethnic_Diversity.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/history/Jewish_World_Today/Jews_Around_the_Globe/Mizrahi_Jews.shtml
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Hashanah 10b–11a). Yet the Midrash records an opinion that the
world was created on the 25th day of the preceding month, Elul
(Pesikta D’rav Kahana, Piska 23:1). That is, the sixth day of
creation—the day on which God created human beings—fell on the
first day of Tishrei. Thus according to this opinion, Rosh Hashanah
celebrates the creation of humankind.

Yes, we don’t decide between the two opinions, rather we celebrate
both views, both the first day of creation with the creation of light and
darkness, and the 6th day with the creation of animals and humanity.
Yes, core to Rosh Hashana, is honoring multiple perspectives.

Talmud and rabbinic teaching often bring multiple opinions, wanting us
to appreciate the reasoning and wisdom in multiple approaches.
Sometimes the Talmud doesn’t provide a ruling on which is the correct
approach or right answer. And sometimes a choice is made, and
Jewish law chooses to follow only one of the opinions which on
occasion, can even be an opinion that appears to go against a biblical
law.

In Leviticus 5:23, as part of a discussion on what to do with a stolen
object, we are told that upon realizing one’s guilt, we should “restore
that which was obtained through robbery or fraud”. And the Talmud
has extensive discussions on how we might practice these laws and
return anything stolen or lost and not benefit from it.

There is however a famous debate between Hillel and Shammai
(Gittin 55) about a stolen beam that was built into a palace or large
building and what should be done. Two answers are proposed.

א:י״בנ״הגיטין

מרישומחזירכולההבירהכלמקעקעאומריםב"שבבירהובנאומרישגזלרבנןתנו
השביןתקנתמשוםבלבדמרישדמיאלאלואיןאומריםוב"הלבעליו :
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Beit Shammai says, following the rule given in Lev 5:23, one needs
to return the object that was stolen, therefore he must destroy the
entire building and return the beam to its owners. Whereas, Beit
Hillel says (with an answer that seems to ignore the biblical law,
suggests a different resolution): The injured party receives only the
value of the beam but not the beam itself, understanding that if the
cost was too high to do right, such as needing to destroy the whole
building to return the exact beam that was stolen, folks would be
discouraged from doing right and never do so and we would end up
with an unrepentant society, on which cruelty is helped on cruelty with
no end in sight. The rabbis mandate a solution that considers the
needs of both the person whose beam was stolen and the person who
built a building with a stolen beam and find a way both can go forward.
wanting them

Our world is very much broken and hurting, with extreme positions
gaining in popularity, here and across the ocean in Israel. But we are
not powerless.

We can start by shifting away from being right, to being wise, hacham,
learning from all. And value compromise as a sacred mandate, where
we uphold the dignity not of one perspective or party, but of all. We
can live a life where the mezuzah is not just a static hanging object but
our guidepost, protecting our private homes, and our communal
homes and societal homes, reminding us that so often, there is a way
to honor the wisdom in multiple perspectives. And today, this day of
Rosh hashanah, we celebrate both the first and sixth day of creation,
not choosing between them.

I conclude today with a poem from Yehuda Amichai,
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The Place Where We Are
Right

by Yehuda Amichai

From the place where we are
right
Flowers will never grow
In the spring.

The place where we are right
Is hard and trampled
Like a yard.

But doubts and loves
Dig up the world
Like a mole, a plow.
And a whisper will be heard
in the place
Where the ruined
House once stood.

Shanah Tova
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Benediction for Day 1,

May it be a year where we get to be wise, and not worry about being
right. May it be a year when we encounter fewer tough experiences.
May it be a year where the wisdom on the hanging of the mezuzah
extends beyond our doorposts, to other areas of our lives. May it be a
year where we merit to help offset some of the brokenness and pain in
our world through our acts of kindness, generosity, advocacy and
connection. May it be a year where we experience joy, community,
good health, and laughter.

Shanah tova
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Probably not using

I’ve been thinking alot about Israel since this current knesset was
elected. I’ve been part of many discussions about the seriousness of
the current moment. As part of this, there is a turn to understand
reasons and circumstances surrounding the destruction of the
previous sovereign Jewish state, almost 2000 years ago.

Rather than blaming a foreign power, the Romans, for conquering the
land, and burning Jerusalem and expelling the Jews, the rabbis
suggest we caused the destruction and expulsion with hatred of each
other, and the actions of extremists, and zealots who insisted on being
right, not wise, were unwilling to compromise, and even if that meant
withholding food from fellow Jews, and causing them to starve to
death and provoking a hopeless and unnecessary war against Rome.
Everyone got caught in the web of the zealots, even if there numbers
were small and which caused destruction for all.

Along with zealotry and hatred, we also had 2000 years ago, a corrupt
monarchy and priesthood, yes, corrupt both secular and religious
leadership, which further contributed to our demise. And it is precisely
the convergence of zealotry, hatred and corruption that has crept into
our midst today, throughout the world, including Israel, and I fear could
destroy us. Yes, that is what we are facing in Israel.

And we are facing similar dynamics in so many other realms.


