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This summer I had the honor being one of ten Pittsburghers to participate in 

Harvard Business School’s Young American Leaders Program. To be perfectly honest, I had 

no idea what any of that meant. I hadn’t applied, I didn’t know the organization that was 

sending me, and I didn’t know any of the other participants. In the month before I went off 

to Boston, all I learned was that I was part of a racially, ethnically, religiously, and 

politically diverse group of public and private sector leaders from Pittsburgh and eleven 

other mid-sized cities… and that I had a lot of reading to do. The reading made me feel even 

more out of place.  

I can’t even describe to you my trepidation when I walked into the lecture hall for 

my first class. There was virtually no warm up, just a welcome, we expect you to put away 

your phones and participate, and bam! What are your thoughts about today’s case-study? 

People jumped right in, and soon there was a rousing discussion about a partnership in a 

city whose former mayor happened to be sitting in our classroom.  

It turns out that I wasn’t the only one who felt clueless and nervous walking into 

that lecture hall. Each of us came with our own expectations about the type of work we 

were going to be doing, and how our professions did or didn’t fit into that. But many of us 

were also worried about the classroom environment —could we disagree with each other? 

Would we be attacked for our viewpoints? Would we be the odd ones out, while everyone 

else was in? 

By the end of that first day, we realized that most of us felt similarly. After that, 

without anything having to be said, we relaxed into an environment of challenge, learning, 

and growth. The next morning, I walked into the classroom and felt like I was home. 

 

Where—or when—do you feel home? What makes you feel like you belong? 

 

Me? I feel home when I can safely explore issues that I find important, when I can 

share my thoughts, hear other ideas and opinions, and come to new or similar conclusions. 

I feel home when learning and growth are expected, where people are judged not for what 

they think but for not thinking for themselves. Youth group, camp, college, rabbinical 

school —those were places where I felt most at home because of the culture they 

epitomized. Yes, you might want to characterize me as a geek or a nerd; I will wear those 

labels proudly because it’s among my fellow geeks and nerds that feel most at home. 

But when any of my groups started to get dogmatic and closed-minded, that’s when 

I would start to step away, that’s when I no longer felt at home. I remember one course in 

college —about the sociology of health and illness —where the class dynamics actually 
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changed a few weeks in because of a student’s close-mindedness. For those first few weeks, 

discussions were robust, with lots of participation from around the room. We would share 

thoughts based on our reading assignments and other classes, and get into debates about 

what the problems were and how best to fix them.  

But whenever this one student would speak, the healthy discussion would be 

derailed and anyone who had, during the course of the conversation, suggested that men 

and women might be different would be attacked. As my classmates and I realized that this 

was a pattern, we started to withdraw. It became harder for the professors to elicit 

discussion unless it was just to parrot back what we had read for homework. The 

professors even tried to avoid calling on this one student, but the damage was done. The 

classroom was no longer a safe place to share ideas and opinions, to sharpen our minds and 

challenge each other to learn and grow. It was no longer home. 

 

Over the years, I have noticed a similar trend in our country and our world. We have 

become increasingly closed off to each other and struggle to belong in the limited and 

judgmental environments around us. It no longer feels safe to share complex and nuanced 

thought processes because disagreements become fodder for personal attacks and 

expulsion from groups with which we might otherwise align. Growth, which often includes 

changes and shifts in our ideas and opinions, is treated as inconsistency and “flip-flopping.” 

We hone our defenses instead, becoming jaded, snarky, and cynical, to protect ourselves 

from a society that seems to want to chew us up and spit us out. 

 

To be clear, I am NOT suggesting that we need to create spaces for oppressive views 

of any variety. Language that is used to incite, demean, and offend shuts down the essential 

conversations that our country and our world need. And too often, it’s this kind of vitriol 

that I hear. As a result, we retreat into political or ideological camps, where, among like-

minded individuals, we think we will be safe from being attacked for our beliefs and values. 

But the truth is that we rarely fit any of those camps perfectly. So we hide part of ourselves 

to belong, or we find ourselves adrift and searching for a home. 

Despite the childhood chant, “sticks and stones may break my bones but names will 

never hurt me,” we wield our words with more force and more violence than most of us 

would ever inflict physically outside of armed combat. We’ve actually known this for 

thousands of years.  

One of my favorite stories about the power of words comes from the Talmud, in the 

volume called Bava Metzia. I first heard this story on one of the first days of my first 

summer at Jewish overnight camp, where it was acted out by some of the staff and faculty. 

First, a little background: the story, like most in the Talmud, starts toward the end of 

an argument between some rabbis. In this case, it’s Rabbi Eliezer, one of the leading rabbis 

in the Sanhedrin, the rabbinic council, and Rabbi Joshua who was Eliezer’s close friend and 

classmate, and who later became the head of the Sanhedrin. They, along with the rest of the 
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rabbis in the Sanhedrin have been arguing about the kashrut status of an oven made of clay 

bricks interspersed with sand. If you want to know more about the details of this argument, 

I suggest you come to Torah study on Saturday mornings; the details are not actually 

important. What’s important is that Rabbi Eliezer says that this oven is kosher, gives his 

reasoning, and answers all of the questions. Nevertheless, ALL of the other rabbis, led by 

Rabbi Joshua, say it’s not.  

Rabbi Eliezer knows he’s right and sets out to prove it. But how? “If the halakhah, if 

the law, follows my opinion,” he declares, “let this carob tree prove it!” And the carob tree 

that had been rooted there for hundreds of years uproots itself and moves 100 cubits away! 

“Carob trees,” retorts Rabbi Joshua, “are not valid proof!”.  

Rabbi Eliezer tries again, “Then if the halakhah follows my opinion, let this stream 

prove it!” And stream begins to flow backwards. “Streams,” Rabbi Joshua responds, “are not 

valid proof!”  

“Then if the halakhah follows my opinion, let the walls of this Beit Midrash prove it!” 

And the walls start to cave in. “Wait!” cries Rabbi Joshua, speaking to the walls. “What right 

do you have to get involved in disputes between rabbis?” So the walls stop falling but 

remain tilted so they don’t have to choose between rabbis.  

Finally Rabbi Eliezer calls upon God: “If the halakhah follows my opinion, let the 

Heavens prove it!” And a Heavenly Voice calls, “Why are you arguing with Rabbi Eliezer? 

The halakhah always follows his opinion.” And quoting from yesterday’s Torah portion, 

which we will read again on Yom Kippur, Rabbi Joshua stands up and calls to God: “The 

Torah is not in the heavens! You gave it to us at Mt. Sinai and told us to follow the majority. 

Since then, we don’t listen to Heavenly Voices!” (Talk about chutzpah! The guy just told God 

to butt out!) 

This is where the story ended at camp. But it actually continues: Since the majority 

of rabbis thought the oven shouldn’t be kosher, they sent out a call to the entire community 

that any oven that Rabbi Eliezer had declared kosher needed to be brought to them and 

burnt. They also excommunicated him, which meant that his entire community treated him 

as though he was dead. The story even goes on from there and involves quite a bit of 

destruction and even death. Stories like this don’t take place in a vacuum, though; they’re 

connected to laws and practices and usually try to illustrate a point. 

It turns out that the rabbis relating this story weren’t concerned about the laws of 

ovens. Instead, they were concerned about the ways we mistreat and oppress each other 

with words. Verbal wrongs can’t be fixed as easily as monetary ones, they note. While the 

offender can make restitution for monetary wrongs, words can’t be unsaid or collected 

back. Restitution is never truly possible. A few paragraphs later the rabbis add that public 

humiliation is akin to murder, and one who publicly humiliates another or calls another by 

a derogatory name will never have a place in the World to Come. No other crime —not 

actual murder, not idolatry, not adultery—comes with such a harsh and lasting 

punishment.  
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It’s unclear from the story who the oppressor and victim were. On the surface, it 

seems like the lone Rabbi Eliezer is being mistreated by the rest of his colleagues, led by his 

best friend Rabbi Joshua. He is, ultimately, the one who is ostracized and humiliated. But 

we also can’t ignore Rabbi Eliezer’s self-righteousness and inability to hear the concerns of 

the other rabbis. Once he stopped listening to them, they stopped listening to him. And, 

really, isn’t it the ultimate humiliation for Rabbi Joshua to have God yell at him and tell him 

he’s wrong in front of all of his peers?   

Everything fell apart once these close friends and colleagues were unable to treat 

each other with civility, let alone respect. Raised voices, passionate arguments —these 

would have been fine. But they resorted to power plays to put down the other, making the 

Beit Midrash, their spiritual and intellectual home, a battleground and highlighting the 

violence that words can cause.  

 

Unfortunately, we haven’t learned. Nearly two thousand years later, public 

humiliation and derogatory name-calling are part and parcel of our society. We see this 

type of demeaning language well beyond schoolyard taunts—from politics to product 

advertising. It is so pervasive, we barely see or hear it anymore. Frankly, I wouldn’t be 

surprised if most of us didn’t even realize that we use it as well.  

Each time we use language to other and exclude, to put down and offend, we 

dehumanize the people we attack. This actually makes it harder for us to find those places 

where we belong. We end up isolating ourselves from our communities, instead building 

walls of prejudice, resentment, and anger. And ultimately, we stunt our own growth. 

 

Again, I want to be very clear: I don’t believe that all opinions and values are created 

equal, and I do think that there are moral rights and wrongs. I, too, disagree vehemently 

with some of the things happening in our country and I fear that certain actions and 

policies will cause terrible harm. I am proud to join protests, speak out against injustice, 

and make calls to elected officials. I learned in school and in synagogue that these actions 

are part of a healthy and engaged citizenry.  

At the same time, we need to listen to each other and understand how another’s 

experience informs their views. We don’t have to accept their reasoning or support their 

positions. We can even offer explanations for why we think that their position is wrong. But 

first we need to be open to seeing things from a different perspective and understanding 

why those perspectives exist. 

 

Here are a few tools that I’ve received from various teachers. The first, which I 

learned from one of my mentors, my internship supervisor Rabbi Shelly Marder, is to avoid 

starting with question words. Avoid starting with questions words. I did not get then; I get 

it better now. Questions often make us defensive, as if we’re being quizzed or challenged, 

and tone of voice can exacerbate that response. “Why do you think that?” and “How could 
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you think that?” don’t move conversations forward. Instead, express curiosity or a desire to 

understand. For example, “I’m curious about how you reached that conclusion” or “I want 

to understand better, tell me more.” 

Another technique, coming out of the world of education and giving meaningful 

feedback, is to use phrases like “I wonder,” “I notice,” or “I appreciate.” To me, the most 

powerful of these phrases is “I notice.” “I notice you’re very passionate about this topic.” “I 

notice that you’re angry about what’s happening.” The more specific we can be, the better, 

because it helps make the other person feel seen and heard and gives them an opportunity 

to clarify if we’ve misunderstood. 

Even more important than the words we use to elicit conversation is our mindset as 

we go in. If we enter into dialogue looking for weak spots and contradictions so that we can 

be better armed for future conflict, even the nicest words will be meaningless. However, if 

we open our hearts and minds with curiosity and a genuine desire to understand, if we 

allow each other to be fallible and to grow, we will finally be able to communicate with 

each other and make our communities home again. 

What made me feel at home at Harvard was not being in place where everyone 

thought the same way or believed the same things I do. No, what made it feel like home was 

that we assumed the best in each other and worked to uplift the humanity of even the 

people with whom we disagreed. We were willing to be challenged to see and understand 

things differently, and we were open to learning and growing.  

I believe this experience does not have to be limited to that group of people or that 

particular program. I know that we can create these homes, these havens of openness and 

belonging right here in our own community. Will you join me? Will you join me in making 

Temple Sinai, our family of families, into a place where we seek to understand and respect 

each other? Will you help make this our home? 


