
Through the Looking Glass 

 Almost 100 years ago, Abraham Looking, a disciple of Thomas 

Edison, founded Looking Glass Inc. to meet the need he anticipated in 

the nascent light bulb industry. That small company grew, broadening 

its portfolio from those humble beginnings in commercial glass light 

bulbs to work on LED technology, capacitors, auto glass, and even 

defense contracts. Now a multi-billion dollar leader in the glass industry 

– with three major divisions and nine plants spanning three continents, 

the sky appeared to be the limit for Looking Glass. Until, that is, they 

selected me, a rabbi!, as their Managing Director of Strategic Initiatives 

– the #2 position in the company.  

Before you call your financial advisor and demand they sell all 

shares of Looking Glass Inc., know that the company is fictional. Yet, it 

was every bit a reality for me this summer during an immersive 

leadership experience I attended as part of my sabbatical. The course 

took place at the Center for Creative Leadership (or CCL as it is known), 

which uses decades of research to train more than 60,000 leaders 

across the globe each year.  

My program brought together diverse individuals with a cohort 

that included the Chief Marketing Officer for Longhorn Steakhouse, a 

partner from the Boston Consulting group, a minister from a mega-



church, and twenty others. Our week of leadership training centered on 

the Looking Glass simulation, where we became the key figures in the 

corporation, including two elected positions – the President, and my 

role, the Managing Director of Strategic Initiatives.  

Looking Glass Inc. serves as an immersive behavioral learning 

experience, where participants explore leadership strengths and 

weaknesses through the lens (pardon the pun) of the simulation. The 

realism included a professional video of the company’s history, this 

extensive full color annual report and a large stack of “company emails” 

intended to bring us up to speed. We spent one full day operating 

Looking Glass - addressing the myriad of challenges, potential 

opportunities, and puzzles built into the system. Over the days that 

followed, we debriefed the experience, learning new insights from our 

facilitators and peers.  

While our synagogue may not be a multi-billion-dollar corporation 

spanning several continents – I learned from CCL leadership lessons 

about the importance of good chemistry, not being constrained by the 

fear of failure, and creating space for growth that parallel many of the 

High Holy Day themes. 

 

 



Making glass is about chemistry – mixing sand, recycled glass, 

soda ash, and limestone at intense heat levels. The precise combination 

of materials determines whether the glass will be used in light bulbs, 

auto glass, LED, capacitors, or dozens of other applications. The Looking 

Glass simulation demonstrates that making glass was not the only 

chemistry necessary for corporate achievement. Our company’s success 

depended on establishing the right chemistry between the members of 

our team. Like the molecules in a compound, one needs to create an 

environment in which the atoms are first attracted and then bond 

together to form the end product. Establishing that initial relationship is 

crucial.  

The night before the simulation, the facilitators gave strict 

instructions that we could not discuss the game that evening. Inspired 

by the principles of Relational Judaism that underly our One Family, I 

invited the president and vice presidents to dinner. We did not discuss 

the game – but rather spent the time creating relationships. The next 

day, after the simulation finished, our facilitators commented on the 

strength of our executive team, and complimented the way that we 

listened and worked together. My peers responded by crediting the 

dinner I arranged as the source of that teamwork.  



At Temple Shalom we know that new connections are established 

frequently. We are a community where everyone is from somewhere 

else – we come here to Temple in order to be part of the One Family 

with the relationships that it has to offer. With our membership now 

over 760 (larger than it has ever been in our history!) – our community 

is filled with new bonds.  

Good chemistry requires not only creating, but also maintaining 

the bonds within the organization. I am proud of our accomplishments 

in this area. Our growing havurah program brings together individuals 

and couples to create cohorts within the congregation; Sisterhood and 

Men’s Club continue to offer new ways to interact; while Melton and 

Wise Aging enable adults to create connections through study and 

learning. A little later I will share with you some exciting new ways that 

we will strengthen the bonds within our young families. 

 

While we strive to strengthen our connections, we do so 

understanding that all bonds have an inherently fragile nature. Words 

and actions sometimes cause harm, jeopardizing the status of a 

relationship. This is especially true in the age of digital communication. 

Emails and texts lack the vocal and physical cues to indicate sarcasm, 

irony, or humor – creating the significant possibility for 



miscommunication. And that’s when we send messages correctly. Add 

in the demon of autocorrect – and suddenly we have an entirely more 

complicated situation. As evidenced by the number of notes I receive 

addressed “Dear Rabbit…” 

We cannot control how others behave, but we do control our 

reactions. We choose whether to respond in a way that will jeopardize 

or preserve the relationship. When an action hurts us, our emotions 

can flare up – causing us to react rashly. Unfortunately, this often leads 

to using harsh words or angry tones, putting the other person on the 

defensive, and creating a situation of conflict that endangers the 

relationship.  

At the Center for Creative Leadership, we learned the technique 

of SBI – Situation Behavior Impact. Identify the situation, describe the 

problematic behavior as objectively as possible, and explain the impact 

of the words or action in question. This approach gives the benefit of 

the doubt and assumes that the individual in question did not intend 

harm. Using SBI, one calmly and constructively provides feedback 

without escalating the situation or emotions. The other person is now 

aware of the harm, has a chance to apologize, and can correct their 

behavior in the future.  



Relationships are always two-way. Just as we hold others 

accountable for their actions, we too bear responsibility for our actions. 

Our words and deeds, no matter how well intended, may hurt others if 

we cause physical or emotional harm, fail to reach expectations, or 

break trust. In some cases, we know when we transgress and cause 

damage. At other times, the other person may not reveal the impact of 

our deeds, holding that pain inside.  

At this time of year, we strive to repair damage in our 

relationships through the practice of asking directly for forgiveness 

from individuals in our lives for any hurt that we have caused by word 

or by deed, by email or by text, by action or by omission.  

Allow me to be among those who say to you this year, “For any 

transgression that I may have committed against you this year, 

knowingly or not, please forgive me.”  

Words alone may not be sufficient for repairing the damage, 

especially when we may not be conscious of causing harm.  But asking 

for forgiveness is an important first step toward healing our 

relationships. Good chemistry exists in a community when we create 

relationships, and work to maintain strong bonds between us.  

 



Before the Looking Glass simulation began, our instructors offered 

sage words of wisdom – “Your goal is to leave Looking Glass Inc. better 

than you found it. Don’t worry. You cannot break anything.”  

Immersed in our character profiles, and eager to “win”, our group 

accomplished more than 30 of the 67 possible tasks (better than most 

groups). However, feedback from the facilitators highlighted our very 

conservative approach. Our team missed several opportunities to make 

large scale changes. The facilitators surmised that we forgot the 

opening words and experienced a fear of failure, concerned we might 

break the game.  

Without a doubt, the instructors correctly identified our emotions 

– we feared making mistakes. Our team wanted to score well, but along 

the way we forgot that it was more than just a game. It was an 

evaluation of who we are as leaders. Leadership requires a willingness 

to take risks, understanding that without risks one cannot achieve new 

outcomes. At the same time, leaders also recognize that with risks 

comes the potential for mistakes and times when we do not reach our 

goals.  

A mistake is not inherently bad. The term in Hebrew for a 

transgression is heit, which literally translates as “missing the mark” – 

like an archer shooting an arrow off target. Unfortunately, we live in an 



age when society puts immense emphasis on being right. In this 

environment – mistakes become so highly scrutinized that we act out of 

a fear of failure – more mindful of not failing, rather than searching for 

innovative success. This fear inhibits our creativity and lowers our 

willingness to think outside the box.  

Success comes not from fearing mistakes, but learning from our 

errors to make different choices when facing a similar situation. At the 

Center for Creative Leadership, the facilitators surprised us by 

announcing that we were returning to the simulation. Given a second 

chance, our team recognized that fear prevented us from seeing and 

addressing inherent challenges in the company, thus limiting our 

potential. Empowered to act, we boldly re-organized Looking Glass, 

engaging all participants in an effort that surprised our facilitators for 

how quickly we adapted to their constructive criticism. 

A mistake is not the end of the journey, rather it is a wrong turn 

that we need to undo. This teaching echoes with our approach during 

the High Holy Days. We know from our texts that mistakes provide an 

opportunity for learning and a map to get back on the right path. When 

we make choices, and take risks, without fearing failure, we are more 

likely to reach new heights – learning from the times when we might 

stumble along the way. 



Over the last year, our Temple community acted boldly, making 

decisions that have taken us in new and exciting directions: we 

embraced the idea of a shared campus with Federation; restructured 

our professional team with the addition of Rabbi Boxman; and more 

recently began the project of re-visioning our sacred space. Thanks to 

the generosity of Dr. Paula Brody and Merrill Hassenfeld, we see that 

last vision taking shape right before our eyes. We thank Ed Alexander, 

Jennifer Marchionda, Barbara Chester, Ashley Solomon, Claudia Baer 

and others who lent their expertise to this reinvigoration of our 

sanctuary, social hall and lobby. A work in progress, we look forward to 

its completion. 

Each one of those three changes represented a risk – and each 

transformed us in a new way. Opening our campus to being the center 

of the Jewish community, expanding the way that we meet the needs 

of our growing congregation, and renewing our sacred spiritual spaces. 

In addition to teaching me about the value of good chemistry and 

acting without fear of failure, my leadership training also emphasized 

the importance of making space for growth. 

At the start of my program, we each shared our expectations. I 

told the parable of an American university professor, who travels to 

meet a Zen master. The Zen master welcomes his guest and begins 



pouring tea. When the tea reaches the top and spills over, the 

American calls out, “Stop pouring - the cup is full! There is no more 

room for tea.” “Exactly,” replied the Zen Master. “A full cup must have 

some of its contents spilled out before more can be added. Your mind is 

like the cup, you must pour out some of what you already know before 

you can truly begin to learn.” 

I entered the program at CCL with a willingness to learn and an 

open mind to hear feedback about my leadership. Having poured out 

some of my assumptions, I filled my cup with knowledge gleaned from 

the Looking Glass simulation, a 360 degree review completed by 

members of our Temple leadership, staff, and community, as well as my 

own self-assessment. When the process finished, I understood better 

my strengths and identified areas where I can grow as a leader, as a 

rabbi, as a husband, as a father, and as a human being. Still, I am a work 

in progress. I know that I have areas where I want to improve and I 

aspire to be better. 

Organizations, as well as individuals, possess the ability to spill out 

past assumptions and make room for new understanding. Our 

members, Elliot and Eloise Kaplan, challenged our congregation to 

reimagine our engagement of youth and families. In order to 

accomplish this audacious goal, we needed to first spill out our 



assumptions about prior family programming. Opening ourselves to 

new ideas, our staff boldly went outside the box – tapping into a variety 

of resources to find innovative and creative concepts for our own 

congregation.  

With the remarkable Kaplan Family Youth Engagement Initiative 

providing $100,000 over three years, we are thrilled with new 

opportunities that include: the Garden of Eating – bringing families 

together around food and holiday education; a tzedakah collective for 

7th graders with experiential learning from local non-profits; exciting 

high school travel retreats; and a special musical guest who will engage 

our students and lead them in a concert at the end of the year.  

While we celebrate how our congregation has grown, 

quantitatively as well as qualitatively, each one of us possesses that 

same ability to change. We know that we are not the perfectly curated 

lives seen on Facebook, Instagram, and our emails with friends, yet we 

come to the High Holy Days with cups already full. Spilling some of your 

cup, letting go of assumptions, requires a willingness to be vulnerable. 

It is easier, and honestly more comforting, to already know the 

answers. Yet, if we believe that we know everything, what room do we 

have for growth? Allow yourself to be vulnerable. Start the new year by 

spilling a little.  Make space for something new.  



 

Let this also be a year when we dream big, take risks, and act 

without fear of making mistakes. May the learning and growth that we 

experience from our errors enable us to be even better in the year 

ahead. 

While we each travel along our own journey in life, we are not 

alone. We thrive and succeed when we value the good chemistry in our 

relationships. May this be a year for fostering new and stronger 

relationships. All while striving see the best in others.  

The Center for Creative Leadership could not have selected a 

better field than glass production. The rabbis command us to break 

something of glass at a wedding ceremony because glass is unique 

among materials.  Unlike other substances such as wood or clay, glass 

can be melted down, and then reformed into something even more 

special than what one had before.  This is a fitting metaphor for what 

the program empowered each participant to do. 

May our journeys in 5780, as individuals and as One Family, 

enable us to become something even more beautiful than we were 

before.  

Ken Yehi Ratzon 


