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CBJ Covenant of Respectful
Dialogue and Holy Community
This essay explores the Jewish values are the foundation of a
community of respect, divergence, connection and activism. Building
on Principles of Respectful Dialogue adopted by CBJ Board, we ask
each congregant to commit to the following behaviors.
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We affirm the importance of
honoring different points of
view within our community
— assuming people will have
differences of opinion.
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We will respect differing
opinions and seek to
understand, clarify,
and engage, all while
passionately holding on to
our own point of view. We
will listen with curiosity,
exploring and deepening
understanding — embracing
respect and humility.
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We will stay connected —
engaging and listening.
We will listen to criticism
and opinions which disagree
with ours with an open heart
and share our criticism of
others thoughtfully and
with care — knowing that
difficult discussions are
best done face to face.
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We will not belittle, diminish or
dismiss those with whom we
disagree. We will avoid interrupting,
dominating or judging.

We will treat each person as
unique and special — created
in the Divine Image. We affirm
that people with different/
opposite opinions may have the
same good intentions we do.

We will explore whether
people want to talk about
certain issues or not, and
respect that they may not.

We understand that in pursuit
of sacred values, our clergy may
take a stance that upsets us.
We will stay engaged and talk
directly. Our clergy will create an
environment which esteems and
values different points of view.

For many years we have made
efforts to create a synagogue
community in which we recognize
our differences and engage in
passionate disagreement with
respect. These efforts reflect our
values of embracing divergence and
of lifting up differing opinions.
Our commitment to divergence
is taking place amidst realities
of anger, disconnect and
disrespect in our country and
world. This essay lays out the key
Jewish values and behavioral
responsibilities as we re-double
our efforts to create a synagogue
devoted to respect and care —
especially when we disagree.
As we begin to come back together
amidst the ongoing challenge of
COVID, we invite everyone to join us

in this sacred work. We hope these
efforts not only will strengthen
our community, but also will ripple
to wider circles outside of CBJ.
Together, we — the members
of CBJ, Board of Directors,
Professional Staff and Clergy —
are committed to work together to
create change in our world.
Please see left facing page for
our Covenant of Respectful
Dialogue and Holy Community.
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The
Power of
Respectful
Dispute
In an iconic story from the Talmud,
(Eruvin 13b) we learn that the House of
Hillel and the House of Shammai argued
for three years over a detail of Jewish
law, each asserting their viewpoint was
correct. Suddenly a voice emerged from
heaven: “The teachings of both are the
words of the living God, but the law is in
agreement with the School of Hillel.”

The text continues by
asking if both opinions
are the words of the living
God, why do we side with
the School of Hillel? The
response is that “they were
kindly and humble; and
because they studied their
own rulings and those of
the School of Shammai —
and even mentioned the
teachings of the School of
Shammai before their own.”
Note in the story that no
one side has a monopoly on
the truth. If we are to live

“

Actively listen to others; avoid interrupting,
dominating, challenging or judging. Try to see
the other person’s point of view from their
perspective, instead of your own.

as a community with
respect amidst divergent
points of view, we must
affirm that there may be
truth to opinions different
than our own.
This story embraces
the power of respectful
disagreement as a
source for good. As we
articulate our truths,
defend our arguments,
and mindfully respond to
objections others raise,
we stretch intellectually
and emotionally, emerging
stronger and wiser.
To hear a contrasting
point of view requires us
to actively listen as we
seek to understand. This
requires curiosity and
not judgement. A curious
response asks where
their facts came from and
explores the beliefs of the
people with whom we
are in discussion. It digs
deeper into what was said
and why it was said.
Rather than focusing on
our next retort, we ask
questions and clarify
intention. When we explore

with curiosity, the fact
that someone is seeking
to understand diminishes
the conflict.
Three years ago, CBJ
drafted and the Board
approved Principles of
Respectful Dialogue, in
which we encouraged
congregants to “actively
listen to others; avoid
interrupting, dominating,
challenging, or judging.”
We urged you to “try to
see the other person’s
point of view from their
perspective, instead of
your own. Consider that
people with different/
opposite opinions may have
the same good intentions
you do. Instead of victory,
seek understanding.”
Know that listening does
not mean agreeing or
legitimizing what other
people say. Active listening
requires patience — we
won’t come to a conclusion
immediately. We can
and should sit with the
discomfort, do research,
seek other opinions and
continue to debate and

disagree. The discussion
between Beit Hillel and
Beit Shammai lasted for
three years! Those camps
debated, discussed, and
disagreed, but most
importantly, they remained
in community. It is critical
that we too remain in
community with those who
hold different views from us.
Active listening and checking
to make sure you fully
understood is an important
tool in creating a community
of respect and care. Practice
curiosity. When you hear
something, make sure it is
what the person intended.
As you repeat it back, you
might be surprised that you
did not fully understand
what was said.
Active listening requires us
to be humble. In the story,
the House of Hillel taught the
opinions of their opponents
even before their own. We
learn from this that when
we explore and debate with
curiosity, our point of view
sharpens and refines. It
might even change.
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Hoch’ach’a:
Ethical
Critique
A second value connected to respectful dialogue asks
us to criticize behaviors or opinions we feel are wrong
and to receive criticism thoughtfully. The Talmud
(Arachin 16b) wonders if any of us know how to receive
criticism without getting angry or defensive, and if any
of us know how to give criticism constructively so that
it can be heard — and not hurt.

It is true for so many of us; we
hear criticism and get defensive
and angry. But a community of
respectful dialogue requires
listening thoughtfully and carefully
to viewpoints that critique our
own. As difficult as it is to receive
criticism, very few of us know
how to criticize thoughtfully.
Too often, our words attack,
dismiss, humiliate, and demean.

In writing about how to criticize,
the medieval philosopher
Maimonides teaches that we
should speak gently and privately.
We too must choose our words
carefully and thoughtfully.
A community of respectful
dialogue shares criticism with
love and kindness, aware of
the hurt that words cause.

“
A community of respectful
dialogue shares criticism with
love and kindness, aware of the
hurt that words cause.”
Jewish tradition (Babylonian Talmud, Yevamot 65b) also teaches
us that just as one is commanded to say that which will be
heeded, so is one commanded not to say that which will not be
heeded. We must be aware that some people are not capable of
hearing something with which they disagree.
In those (hopefully rare) cases, it is best to disengage.
In his book Words That Hurt, Words That Heal, Joseph Telushkin
offered two statements as guideposts for individuals to consider
as they reflect on giving criticism (pp. 176-177):

First, how do I feel about offering this criticism? Does it give me
pleasure or pain? If you are looking forward to it, hold back;
your motives are probably more about “winning” and proving
you are right and the other is wrong rather than helping and
speaking with care.

Second, ask yourself if your words are nonthreatening and
reassuring. As Maimonides taught us, we devote conscious
effort to create a community of respectful dialogue by giving and
receiving criticism thoughtfully. Our criticisms should seek to
help each other improve, to build up, rather than to tear down.

7

The Dignity
and
Uniqueness
of Each
Person
A key to
creating a
community
of respect
is treating
each person
with respect
and dignity.
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A fundamental Jewish
belief is that each person
is created in the Divine
Image. Viewing each
person in terms of his or
her uniqueness and special
qualities translates into an
ethic of approaching every
encounter with respect.
We should seek to
understand and look for the
divinity of the person with
whom we are talking.

to bear in daily life (see next
page), we understand that
for some, discussion about
this as a part of synagogue
life can be uncomfortable. In
our Principles of Respectful
Dialogue, we recognize:
“Some people simply prefer
not to talk about certain
issues.” We respect and
appreciate that it is valid
to choose not to engage in
these types of discussions.

Given our differences,
a community devoted
to respectful dialogue
understands that some want
to engage in political and
controversial discussions,
and others do not. While
Judaism demands that we
bring our moral principles

In viewing each person as
unique, special, and worthy
of respect, we consider how
they might want to approach
dialogue and discussion.
It also impacts our tone,
attitude, and response to
someone with whom we
might disagree.

Spiritual
Activism:
“What is good, and what does the
Lord require of you: Do Justice,
Love Goodness and Walk Humbly
with your God” Michah 6:8
Jewish teachings demand that
we bring values and ethics to life
via our activism. No verse captures
this more beautifully than the
quote above. As we embrace a
passionate call to act, divergent
communities based on respect
accept that there are different ways
to bring these values to life.
Jewish law addresses injustice,
protection of weaker groups,
preservation of life, caring for all in
need, protection of the environment,
not standing idly by, caring for
Israel, and fighting antisemitism.
It is the obligation of each and every
one of us to bring moral values to
life in the public arena.
Our community and clergy seek to
bring these values to our world,
advocating policies and taking

stances which bring these sacred
beliefs to life. CBJ is defined by
Rabbi Teitelbaum’s marching in
Selma with Dr. King in supporting
civil rights. In the 1970’s and
1980’s, we supported Soviet Jews
being freed from conditions which
deprived them of Jewish identity
and freedom to emigrate through
protesting at the Soviet Embassy.
We continue to this day to embrace
political activism which fights for
social justice. We build connection
to Israel by partnering with
amazing institutions that reflect
Israel as the Jewish homeland
and are devoted to Jewish values.
We open our synagogue to
homeless families and passionately
defend those who are persecuted.
We have not and cannot stand on
the sidelines when our sacred

9

Spiritual Activism (continued)
values need to be brought
to life in society.
That said, we have seen
too often Jewish values
reduced to a particular
political point of view or
way of solving a problem.
Some communities have
excluded and devalued
those with legitimate
viewpoints that are also
driven by sacred values,
but that differ from our
own. A community of
respectful dialogue and
engagement requires
humility, the recognition of
different points of views,
and a variety of activism
and education that lifts up
different perspectives.
The CBJ clergy is committed
to this ethic of passionate
activism and humility. We
take pains not to needlessly
take sides and try to

consider other points of
view. When we espouse a
point of view, we seek to
engage with people whose
viewpoints may disagree
with the perspectives we
espouse. We will make
mistakes — everyone
does — in balancing all the
competing values we are
trying to hold onto, but we
need to give each other
the benefit of the doubt.
Disagreement happens
within the context of respect,
connection, and love.
We recognize that even
when we have different
viewpoints, we are all
working toward improving
the world. When we
disagree, we will speak
to one another directly
and listen with curiosity.
Together we will study,
discuss, and learn from
one another.

A community of respect
and connection tolerates
hearing something from the
pulpit with which you might
passionately disagree.
It gives the benefit of
the doubt — engaging,
debating, and listening.
Divergent opinions matter
and strengthen us.
We are witnessing many
synagogue communities
separate into siloes of
like-minded people, and
it is dangerous. Likeminded siloes deepen the
disconnect with others. We
lose our shared humanity,
trust, respect, and love.
Anger grows and we
lose the ability to listen.
A resilient community of
respect stays connected
with one another even
when an opinion may
upset and frustrate.

community of respect and connection
“ Atolerates
hearing something from the pulpit
with which you might passionately disagree.
It gives the benefit of the doubt — engaging,
debating and listening. Divergent opinions
matter and strengthen us.”

We Need Each
Other.
Stay Connected.
We need each other. Community
is powerful. It allows us to feel
love and joy, connection and
comfort as we study, pray,
schmooze, engage in activism,
and live our sacred values
together. Let’s commit to
creating a community where we
know one another. Let’s devote
ourselves to being a community
devoted to listening, respecting,
exploring, seeing divinity, and
finding commonality.
This is important work and our efforts
matter. Join us.
Part of this effort is living this
in multiple ways. We will create
opportunities to learn skills, create
forums for difficult, moderated
conversations and thinking about
more creative ways to bring these
values to life. If you have thoughts
or comments — please be in touch
with any member of the clergy, our
current President Steve Dines, or
incoming President, Tami Raubvogel.

Rabbi Ezray

rabbi@bethjacobrwc.org

Rabbi Ilana
Goldhaber Gordon
rabbiilana@bethjacobrwc.org

Cantor Barbara
Powell

barbarapowell@bethjacobrwc.org

Bill Futornick

futornick@bethjacobrwc.org

Steve Dines

steven.dines@gmail.com

Tami Raubvogel
tami@raubvogel.com
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