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Two students were debating in spelling class. One of them claimed that vowels are the cause of all 

syllables in a given word. The other student disagreed, saying that there are even some words which 

have more syllables than they have vowels. The first student was adamant that such a word did not 

exist, that it was impossible. After a few minutes, the second student just gave up, claiming that the first 

just could not accept criticism…  

 

I’ll be honest: I strongly dislike presidential election seasons. As entertaining and engaging as it may be, 

the deterioration of public discourse and the risk to people’s long-standing relationships make me very 

uncomfortable. It often pains me to watch how people speak about the “opposing” side, listening to 

someone’s newfound passion surrounding this scandal or that policy position. Of course, a person 

should be informed and should put effort into their civic responsibility of voting. A person should be 

engaged and analytical, as opposed to siding blindly based on peer pressure or party affiliation. And it’s 

also the case that elections matter, they do make a difference, and one’s vote can truly bring about 

profound consequence. But that does not justify the disintegration of mutual respect and sensitivity to 

others who hold different views.  

 

Communication is a subtle theme which runs throughout Parshat Noach. While the main theme of the 

flood was certainly Hashem’s judgement of the generation and the contrast of Noach’s righteousness, 

the building of the Ark stands on its own. Could Hashem not have simply told Noach to stand atop a tall 

mountain? Could Hashem not bring Noach and the animals to a remote island which would remain 

untouched? Why do we need a chapter’s-worth of pesukim (6:14-7:9) describing the building materials, 

structure, survival strategies, and the detailing of animals? Rashi (6:14) comments: “There are many 

ways Hashem can save someone, why did He bother [Noach] to build this? In order so that for 120 years 

the people of that generation would see him building and ask, ‘what is this?’ And he would tell them that 

Hashem is bringing a flood in the future, and perhaps through that they will repent”. Hashem made 

Noach take on a 120-year project so that he could talk to other people, especially those with a different 

opinion. As we know from other stories, these people were often hostile to Noach, too (Rashi, 7:13). 

 

More explicitly, however, we find the episode of the Dor Haflaga, the “generation of dispersion”, also 

revolved around speech. The opening verses of the story describe the nature of their new community: 

“And it was that the entire land was one language, and singular speech… And they spoke, man to his 

fellow…” (11:1-3). In response to whatever they’d done wrong, Hashem punishes them in kind: “... let us 

confuse their language, so that one man will not understand the language of his fellow” (11:7). We often 

study this story from the perspective of the tower- why they built it and what threats they waged against 

G-d. So why the focus on their speech? 

 

Rashi (there) explains that what Hashem had done was make each of them speak a different language: 

“this one would ask for a brick and the other would bring him mortar. This one would get up and crack 

his skull”. While this backstory makes for an easy day school explanation, the Netziv, in his Harchev 



Davar (lengthier footnotes to the Ha’amek Davar) understands their hostility towards one another in a 

more sociologically relatable way. He powerfully connects this conflict to how he understands 

Yirmiyahu’s rebuke of the Jewish people (2:32):  

“At that time there were many groups who declared that they were the most loving and peaceful 

of all people. And the prophet said ‘it is not so, because ‘also on your garments there is blood of 

the poor and innocent’ (Yirmiyahu 2:33), and not because of robbery or the like, but simply 

because they were not in your group. Thereby, your grouping together brought murder’. It is 

not praiseworthy peace unless they are careful also to not do evil to those not in their groups”.  

 

The people of that generation were “unified”, in singular units. But it wasn’t due to some praiseworthy 

peaceful culture, it was through compelled conformity. Demanding that others see it your way, or be 

just like you, is no way to create unity. It, in fact, destroys it. 

 

This may be the true meaning of how the Torah describes the Dor Haflaga: “one language, and singular 

speech” (11:1). It’s easy to “unify” when everyone must be the same. In contrast to this, we find an 

allusion to a different approach in the Haftarah: “Hashem will redeem you, He will be called “The Lord 

over all the land” (Yeshayahu 54:5). Both the Ibn Ezra and Radak explain this to be a reference to what 

will come at the ends of days, described in Zephaniah (3:9): “For then I will make the people of clear 

speech (“safah berurah”), so that they all will speak in the name of Hashem, and they will all serve Him 

with one accord”. Interestingly, the nations of the world will recognize Hashem’s kingship (as opposed 

to the Dor Haflaga), but they’ll do so through a different kind of language. It will not be with “safah 

achat”, a singular speech, but rather “safah berurah”, clear speech. 

 

On the one hand, we can explain “clear speech” in a faithful sense- that they all understood, clearly, the 

nature of Hashem. But perhaps it refers not to their understanding, but more literally to their speech 

itself- how they communicate. When a group requires a singular approach, it cannot properly navigate 

relationships with others who have differing opinions. Two parties cannot work well together if they’re 

not allowed to think differently. The answer to disagreement is not to make everyone agree. The answer 

to disagreement is being clear on why, where, and how things can be done to accommodate each party 

as much as possible- with a willingness to respect the other person’s opinion.  

 

Brene Brown explains in her book Dare to Lead: “Over the past several years, my team and I have 

learned something about clarity and the importance of hard conversations that has changed everything 

from the way we talk to each other to the way we negotiate with external partners. It’s simple but 

transformative: Clear is kind. Unclear is unkind. I saw the data about how most of us avoid clarity 

because we tell ourselves that we’re being kind, when what we’re actually doing is being unkind and 

unfair… Talking about people rather than to them is unkind.”  

 

In this high-tension, political atmosphere, we have to remember to care not only about engaging and 

being informed, but about how we engage and how we’re informed. Throwing around accusations or 

passionately speculating about scandals will not help anyone, but it can really hurt one’s relationship 

with someone. Instead of demanding conformity, let’s demand clarity. Let’s not seek to convince 

everyone emotionally, let’s instead speak clearly, and intellectually. When we’re all committed to truth 

with sensitivity, not only may we gain more clarity by listening to each other, but we’ll be able to remain 

alongside each other too, long after any votes are cast. 

 


