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Teshuva  to Tolerance 
Shanah Tovah/Gut Yontiff  

 
This summer, my wife Rachel and I welcomed our beautiful daughter, Lillian Davis, into the 

world. We are in love with Lillian; she is a blessing to us and to our family. [And, we think she’s still 
a red head!]  

Each ultrasound image taken of Lillian – whether her arms, legs, toes, or the four chambers of 
her heart gave us so much naches. We even recorded the sound of Lillian’s heartbeat each time we 
visited the doctor. Pregnancy also brought on the shpilkes – the restlessness of waiting for blood test 
results, reports, and percentiles. But, at the end of her pregnancy, Rachel and I brought an incredible 
daughter of Zion into the world.  

We hope to rear Lillian so that she is empathic, thoughtful, respectful, loyal, adventurous, and 
passionate. We want Lillian to be a free thinker. We want her to inquire, to explore, to be creative, 
and, to be open minded. The great Jewish philosopher Martin Buber believed that “It is the duty of 
every person in Israel to know and consider that one is unique in the world in one’s particular 
character.1 We hope that Lillian discovers her individuality, her uniqueness, and especially her 
talents.  

However, what is fascinating about bringing a child into this world – whether it is our daughter 
Lillian, whether the babies whom we met at the hospital for new parent orientation, or any baby 
born on June 29th, born in the past, born today, or born in the future is that they are 99.9 percent 
identical in their genetic makeup.2 Even though Rachel and I plotzed at every organ and limb at each 
ultrasound image taken of Lillian, she is still 99.9 percent identical in her genetic makeup with every 
baby in the world. Every human being is 99.9 percent the same genetically.  

Take a moment to think about how incredible this is – we are essentially 99.9 percent identical to 
each other, to every human being on this planet!      

The National Human Genome Research Institute discovered this amazing genomic fact. It’s not 
suspiring that medical researchers focus on the 0.1 percent – the genetic variations – the differences, 
which can teach us about the causes of diseases and how to find cures and various treatments.  

On this Jewish New Year/On this Day of Atonement, our focus also centers on the 0.1 percent. 
However, our focus doesn’t address scientific breakthroughs. Rather, it examines humanity’s 
dangerous obsession with the 0.1 percent – our differences and our anomalies with each other, while 
completely ignoring the 99.9 percent – our similarities, our alikeness, the things that we have in 
common that fosters and strengthens community.  

We can easily identify that the 0.1 percent represents strife and affliction. The 0.1 percent is war, 
racism, bigotry, xenophobia, and is injustice. Sadly, a simple scan of recent events display the 0.1 
percent working its rapid destruction: Syria, Afghanistan, Venezuela, and Chicago’s intercity - just to 
name a few horrid plagues.  

The conversation this morning is not a naïve remedy for world peace. It’s certainly not a 
Pollyannaish plea for universal love and equality. And, it’s not going to present a lofty rhetorical 
question such as: “Could you imagine what the world looked like if humanity took that 99.9 percent 
and made it 100 percent?”  

We need to be realistic. This discussion must be realistic if we endeavor real change in ourselves 
and in our communities. To find the best in us and the best in our communities, is to focus our 

                                                
1 Martin Buber, The Way of Man (Routledge: London, 1965)  
2 See National Human Genome Research Institute, https://www.genome.gov/19016904/faq-about-genetic-and-genomic-science/ 
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efforts on fixing a problem that is too visible and is utterly crippling our potential. The problem I 
am speaking of today is our intolerance with people who have a different ethos – people who hold 
different beliefs, opinions, aspirations, and especially political philosophies.  

Unfortunately, we are a rapidly becoming an intolerant community on a daily basis. As the author 
and social commentator Malcom Gladwell said, “Americans love nothing more than accentuating 
their differences.”3 In other words, we are obsessed with intolerance. We are driven by promoting 
our own biases and one-sided views while disparaging differing opinions and rejecting those who do 
not agree with our ideologies or party affiliation.  

Intolerance wreaks havoc on cable news, the political theatre, and on social media. Intolerance 
has dangerously grown on the college campus. Recently, students violently protested visiting 
scholars from speaking at University of California at Berkeley – ironically home of the Free Speech 
Movement. This past spring, students at Evergreen State College in Washington occupied and 
barricaded the library, shouting down anyone who disagreed with them.4 And, at Middlebury 
College, students and activists attacked the author and social scientist, Charles Murray; they mobbed 
his car and sent a professor tasked with interviewing him to the hospital.5 Keep in mind that 
Columbia University invited the former President of Iran to speak, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who 
has called for the annihilation of our indigenous and ancestral homeland, Israel, and has denied the 
Holocaust. Many students applauded him.  

Intolerance is present at the Chicago’s Gay Parade when organizers of the LGBTQ rights festival 
expelled marchers who were carrying the Israeli flag because it was their belief it would incite 
violence. Intolerance is present at the dinner table when we find out someone voted for a candidate 
in the wrong party. Intolerance is potentially ruining our relationships too. Last summer, The New 
York Times reported on couples who would file for divorce if a spouse voted for the opposing 
candidate.6 

Intolerance is visible in our tradition as well. We question Alan Dershowitz’s Judaism because he 
legally views the Russian investigation differently than media pundits. And, we have the audacity to 
question White House aides Stephen Miller’s and Jared Kusher’s Judaism because we may strongly 
disagree with their policies.  

Intolerance is close to home too. Recently, a very close friend and a colleague posted an article to 
discuss policy. She received ad hominem attacks from colleagues. She was forced to take the post 
down because of insults and verbal attacks from her congregants and other colleagues.   

I certainly recognize that we are nearly a month removed from the horrid events in 
Charlottesville, Virginia, where the worst forms of intolerance were displayed: anti-Semitism, racism, 
bigotry, and violence. This evil intolerance led to an innocent young woman losing her life. There is 
a clear difference between intellectual intolerance and hate. Our tradition requires us to demand 
justice when hate fills our streets and threatens our community.  

This is not a political sermon. This is not a sermon to condone ideologies, politics, or politicians 
that we may find abhorrent. Furthermore, I will never use this sacred space on this holy day to 
discuss political matters. But, this is surely a Jewish issue. And, intolerance is the complete antithesis 
of Judaism and what Judaism teaches us.  

                                                
3 Interview, Meet the Press, 2 July 2017 https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/meet-the-press-24-7/meet-press-july-2-2017-n779061  
4 Bradford Richardson, “Students Berate Professor who Refused to Participate in No-Whites “Day of Absence,” Washington Times  
http://m.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/may/25/evergreen-state-students-demand-professor-resign-f/ 
5 Alan Levinovitz, “In Praise of Intolerance,” Slate 
http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/science/2017/03/tolerance_isn_t_the_goal_truth_is.html 
6 See Sridhar Pappu, “He Likes Trump. She Doesn’t. Can This Marriage Be Saved?” https://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/14/fashion/marriage-
politics-donald-trump-hillary-clinton.html?mcubz=1 
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Judaism loves a great debate. Our history, our sacred literature, and our tradition accounts 
fantastic arguments and major disagreements from matters of Jewish ritual, legal procedures, and to 
matters that make no sense at all. But, they argue. They yell. They yell some more. They strongly 
disagree. But, at the end of a major intellectual scrap, they find the commonality of the 99.9 percent: 
they are mishpocha -  they are family. And, when they are done arguing, they eat.  

Therefore, I firmly believe that teshuva - a return to Jewish values is the gateway to tolerance. 
Jewish values teach us to think freely without fear of coercion, to debate, to discover our 
individuality and our uniqueness, to be open minded, to disagree strongly, and to respond to 
injustice. 

Jewish values teach us to live centered – to find the right balance, to see both sides, and to learn 
about perspective. Or as Moses Maimonides’s believed, we should be on the mean, not hold 
worldviews with extreme positions on the right or the left. And, Jewish values also teach us to 
respect and to study the dissenting opinion in Jewish law.  

Immediate universal love and world peace is an arduous mission; we surely know that it is 
improbable. Yet, our tradition will help bring out the best in us and the best in our communities. It 
is through teshuva - the return to key Jewish values that will create a just and tolerant society.  

John Etchemendy, the former provost at Stanford University, recently wrote a letter to university 
leaders addressing his concerns for higher education. He wrote, “Over the years, I have watched a 
growing intolerance at universities in this country. Intellectual intolerance, a political one-sidedness, 
that is the antithesis of what universities should stand for. It manifests itself in many ways: in the 
intellectual monocultures that have taken over certain disciplines; in the demands to disinvite 
speakers and outlaw groups whose views we find offensive; in constant calls for the university itself 
to take political stands. We decry certain news outlets as echo chambers, while we fail to notice the 
echo chamber we’ve built around ourselves. This results in a kind of intellectual blindness that will, 
in the long run, be more damaging to universities than cuts in federal funding or ill-conceived 
constraints on immigration.”7  

But, Etchemendy sadly concludes, “Intolerance will be more damaging because we won’t even 
see it: We will write off those with opposing views as evil or ignorant or stupid, rather than as 
interlocutors worthy of consideration. We succumb to all-purpose ad hominem because it is easier and 
more comforting than rational argument. But when we do, we abandon what is great about this 
institution we serve.”8  

Carol Christ, the chancellor at University of California at Berkeley also wrote a letter regarding 
the same topic. She outlined that Berkeley, a place that once embodied free speech and liberalism, is 
now becoming a center that embodies intolerance. She wrote, “The law is very clear; public 
institutions like UC Berkeley must permit speakers invited in according with campus policies to 
speak, without discrimination with regard to point of view.”9  

New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof wrote an article entitled, “A Confession of Liberal 
Intolerance,” where he uses testimony and quantitative analysis to show how people of faith 
experience bias. He prefaces his article by writing: “We’re fine with people who don’t look like us, as 
long as they think like us. Consider George Yancey, a sociologist who is black and evangelical. 
Yancey said: ‘Outside of academia I faced more problems as black, but inside academia I face more 
problems as a Christian, and it is not even close.’”10  

                                                
7 John Etchemendy, “The Threat from Within,” http://news.stanford.edu/2017/02/21/the-threat-from-within/ 
8 Ibid  
9 Eugene Volokh, “UC Berkeley Chancellor’s Message on Free Speech,” Washington Post 23 Aug 2017 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/volokh-conspiracy/wp/2017/08/23/uc-berkeley-chancellors-message-on-free-
speech/?utm_term=.cc5bae129075 
10 Nickolas Kristof, A Confession of Liberal Intolerance, 7 May 2016 https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/08/opinion/sunday/a-confession-of-
liberal-intolerance.html?mcubz=1 
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On the other hand, intolerance is using sacred scripture to justify homophobia and to deny 
members of the LGBTQ community their partnership in God’s creation and redemption, as 
demonstrated by the coalition of over 150 evangelical leaders who released the manifesto entitled, 
“The Nashville Statement.” Intolerance is suggesting that God uses natural disasters such as 
hurricanes and super storms to punish Americans who do not live a Judean-Christian lifestyle.   

We are certainty living in an intolerant period. But, luckily, Judaism gives us the blueprint for 
tolerance. The Talmud reminds us that we are descendants from Adam and Eve, to teach us that we 
are brothers and sisters. Moreover: “One should always speak in a way that increases civility with 
one’s brothers, relatives, and with any person, Jew or non-Jew.”11 The Mishnah also teaches us, “The 
first person was created alone for the sake of peace among humanity, so that no one could say to 
another, ‘My ancestor was greater than yours.’”12   

In the First Book of Kings, King Solomon promoted a tolerant interfaith community in Jerusalem 
when he welcomed non-Israelites to bring offerings to the Holy Temple. For King Solomon, the 
Holy Temple was a “House for all Nations” and asked God to heed the prayers of non-Israelites.13  

Judaism recognizes religious and ethnic diversity and that each person is unique and special. For 
example, our great rabbis marveled that coins are minted from the same dye and come out exactly 
the same. But, the miracle of the human being is that, while we are also cast from the same dye, the 
original dye of Adam, each person is unique and unlike any other. Consequently, each person has 
opinions, reflections, beliefs, and a worldview. And, Judaism knows and encourages that we will 
argue. But, the question is: what is the proper way to argue?  

Pirkei Avot, Ethics of the Fathers reminds us that, kol machlochet sheh’he l’shame shamayim, sofah 
l’hitkayaim: Any argument that is for the sake of Heaven will endure forever.14 This teaches us that debate is 
part of our genes; but God commands us to debate compassionately, respecting the differing 
opinion. In this case from Pirkei Avot, the great rabbinic schools of Hillel and Shammai disputed 
about Jewish law; however, they didn’t disparage differing opinions and engage in ad hominem attacks. 
They argued their passion in the exposition of Torah and of our tradition. And, when a school lost a 
halakhic decision, rabbis and students studied the dissenting opinion out of respect, empathy, and 
especially for the knowledge.  

A great story from the Talmud tells us that: “Moses spoke to God. Master of the world! Tell me 
how the law should be! God said to him, Follow the majority. If the majority says he is innocent, 
they have made him innocent. If the majority says guilty, they have made him guilty. Thus, the 
Torah is expounded in forty-nine ways that deem an object impure, and forty-nine ways that deem it 
pure.”15 In Judaism, whenever there is a machaloket – a dispute between matters of Jewish law that 
reaches opposite conclusions [in this story above], Judaism declares that both opinions are words of 
the living God.16  

We are living in a polarized world. A tweet may set us off. An article on Facebook may sever a 
relationship. The bumper sticker on the pickup truck may cause a car accident. Politics, ideologies, 
and worldviews can absolutely anger us and create intolerance. It’s certainly part of the human 
condition. However, our tradition requires us to pursue discussion and debate for the sake of 
fostering community. It does not instruct us to engage in dialogue that destroys relationships and to 
belittle our families and friends. Pirkei Avot calls this: v’shehaynah l’shem shamayim, ain sofah l’hitkayaim: 
Any argument that is not for the sake of Heaven will not endure forever.     

                                                
11 BT Berakhot 17a  
12 Sanhedrin 4:5   
13 1 Kings 8:41ff, cf. http://www.aish.com/atr/Religious_Intolerance.html 
14 Avot 5:20  
15 J. Talmud Sanhedrin 4:2, Midrash Tehilim 12:4   
16 B. Talmud Eruvin 13b  
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I certainty recognize that pursuing a tolerant mindset in today’s political realm is challenging. 
Therefore, I would like to end with story that is a perfect example of tolerance and especially hope. 

Ingrid was born in Berlin in 1932. A year later, the Nazis took over Germany. As life became 
horrible for German Jews, Ingrid and her sister Monica escaped Berlin to hide in Germany’s rural 
areas, living with farm families who protected the sisters. After the war, an Austrian Jewish family 
adopted the orphaned sisters in the United States.  

Ingrid settled in Iowa, meeting her besheret – Marvin and they had three incredible children – 
Jeffrey, Barbara, and Steven. Ingrid didn’t allow the holocaust to prevent her from experiencing the 
joys of life. She studied with Dr. Viktor Frankl, a famous Austrian psychiatrist and survivor, who 
founded logotherapy – the belief to find meaning from all forms of existence, even the horrible 
ones, to continue living.  

Ingrid was passionate about her Judaism and was active at her congregation in Iowa. One day, a 
skin head and his girlfriend vandalized the synagogue. The skin head was a reminder of Ingrid’s 
nightmare as a child. He was intolerant of all Jews. And, it would be certainty understandable for 
Ingrid to be intolerant of him. 

Ingrid volunteered on behalf of her synagogue and the court to meet with the skin head and his 
girlfriend often, teaching them the importance of tolerance, civility, humanity, and compassion. As 
years went by, Ingrid received a letter from the couple, thanking her for the kindness and mercy she 
displayed toward them. And, they wanted her to know that they no longer associated with any skin 
head organization.  

Ingrid was an amazing person – may her memory forever be a blessing. And, I want to especially 
thank her husband Marvin Mazie, a congregant at Temple Solel, for allowing me to tell this powerful 
story. Ingrid was a Holocaust survivor who saw the 99.9 percent of the skin head and his girlfriend, 
not the 0.1 percent.   

The message this morning is not for us to embrace people who want to cause harm to the Jewish 
people: Neo Nazis or members of BDS. But, the message is clear as we start 5778: if Ingrid was able 
to be tolerant of two skin heads who represented her childhood in Nazi Germany, then, we certainly 
can be tolerant with people with whom we disagree with politically. This is teshuva – the return to 
tolerance.  
 
Shanah Tovah/Gut Yontiff  
 

 
  
 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 

 


