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The Need for Civility 

 Two weeks ago, Greta Thunberg, a Swedish teenager, appeared before the United 

Nations to speak about climate change.  That night, a pundit on Fox News, Michael Knowles, 

criticized the situation saying that if climate change were about science, “it would be led by 

scientists rather than by… a mentally ill Swedish child who is being exploited by her parents.”  

This pundit was referring to the fact that Thunberg is on the autism spectrum.  The other pundit 

on the network was quick to chastise Knowles saying to him, “You’re a grown man and you’re 

attacking a child.”  To its credit, Fox News was quick to apologize for what it called a 

disgraceful statement.  However, Knowles wasn’t the only pundit to attack Thunberg’s character.  

Dinesh D’Souza compared Thunberg speaking about climate change to Nazi propaganda, posting 

her picture next to the picture of a member of a member of the Nazi youth who looks just like 

her, saying that people always seem to use blond haired blue eyed girls to spread their evil 

message.   

I want to make it clear here that I do not want to talk about the politics of this situation 

tonight.  What I am deeply disturbed by is the way that these two men chose to talk about this 

young woman simply because she expressed an opinion that differed from their own.  We have 

people mocking a teenager with a developmental disability based upon her sincerely held beliefs 

about the science of climate change.  I think this incident is an extreme example of how we have 

lost the ability to be civil to each other in society.  Our society has experienced increased 

polarization with each side excoriating the other as the epitome of evil to the point that a sixteen 

year old is compared to a member of the Nazi youth merely for getting upset about climate 
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change.  By all means disagree with Greta Thunberg’s conclusions about climate change, but 

demonizing her is morally unacceptable. I believe the breakdown of civility in this situation is 

not about one man’s behavior, but is indicative of a breakdown of core values in our entire 

society.  How does one man like Dinesh D’Souza get to be supported by so many people despite 

his bashing of other people on Twitter?  This only happens when enough people are willing to 

accept it and even cheer it on.  It falls on all of us to consider why trolling like this has occurred 

and to understand how we can make a difference and change the way people communicate with 

each other.  On this Day of Atonement when we seek to look inside ourselves and seek to work 

on our character traits, I believe that we must look internally to discover how we can 

communicate better with the other, increase civility in our society and put an end to the 

coarsening of our public discourse. 

 According to Pirkei Avot, the Ethics of our Sages, “Every argument that is for the sake of 

heaven, it is destined to endure.  But if it is not for the sake of heaven, it is not destined to 

endure.  What is an example of an argument for the sake of heaven?  The arguments of Hillel and 

Shammai.  What is an example of an argument not for the sake of heaven?  The argument of 

Korach and his followers with Moses.”  The commentator Bartenura explains this passage in the 

Talmud saying that an argument for the sake of heaven is an argument where the purpose and 

aim is to arrive at the truth.  Hillel and Shammai each had their own valid approach to 

understanding what the true interpretation of Jewish law was.  Since their arguments were for 

honorable purposes, their teachings each endured and both Hillel and Shammai received honor.  

Bartenura continues saying that an argument that is not for the sake of heaven, its purpose is to 

achieve power and the love of victory.  In the case of Korach and his band, the end goal was an 

egotistical lust for power.  Korach was jealous of the leadership of Moses and Aaron and he 
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wanted to be the leader of the people so he challenged Moses.  Since their goal was power for 

themselves, they ultimately ended up being destroyed.   

 Recent psychological studies have shown that people who engage in online trolling, 

insulting people on social media like what Dinesh D’Souza did, have high levels of narcissism, 

sadism, and cognitive empathy, but low levels of affective empathy.  This means that people who 

troll others via the Internet intellectually understand other people’s emotions and how to make 

them suffer.  They just don’t feel others’ pain and so they don’t care because their own ego takes 

precedence above all other needs.  Recent studies have also shown that levels of narcissism have 

doubled over the past thirty years and there has been a forty percent decline in empathy among 

young people since the 1980s.  As narcissism has risen and empathy has decreased, it should 

then come as no surprise that civility has decreased.  We have lost the ability to listen to and 

understand another person’s opinion.  This inability to listen in order to understand the other has 

had far reaching impact on our society. 

Many people have noticed this decrease in civility and are working to improve 

communication between people with differences.  Recently I attended a Jewish-Muslim dialogue 

convened by Critical Connections and the Karuna Center for Peacebuilding which utilized tools 

designed for healthy dialogue and it was a profoundly meaningful experience.  Dr. Paula Green, 

founder of the Karuna Center for Peacebuilding located in Northampton and a person who has 

spent decades working on peacebuilding internationally, had her work highlighted in a recent 

New York Times article.  In recent years, she too has become concerned about a decline in 

civility in this country, seeing in the United States a lot of the same elements that drove people 

apart in other countries.  Dr. Green said, “People are making up stories about ‘the other’ — 

Muslims, Trump voters, whoever ‘the other’ is. ‘They don’t have the values that we have. They 
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don’t behave like we do. They are not nice. They are evil.’ That’s dehumanization. And when it 

spreads, it can be very hard to correct.”  After the 2016 election, as part of the project to rebuild 

civility, Dr. Green decided to bring together 18 people from Western Massachusetts and 11 

people from Eastern Kentucky to talk about their differences for three days.  People from 

Western Massachusetts thought that Trump voters were stupid and the people from Eastern 

Kentucky thought the Hillary voters were arrogant elitists who didn’t care about them.  The two 

groups got together and were forced to listen to each other in a highly scripted manner.  As Dr. 

Green said, “We have been groomed and educated to have lots of opinions, but that all has to be 

set aside in dialogue. It’s not about opinions, it’s about profound listening.”  What they found in 

the dialogue is that by being forced to listen to each other they reached “the feeling that the other 

side had heard them and that they had become, in a fundamental way, equals.”  By starting with 

narratives about their personal lives, they realized that they had many differences, but they 

shared so many of the same values that they grew to understand and respect each other.  The 

reason that this dialogue was successful is by forcing them into profound listening, they were 

able to understand each other and gain in empathy for the other side.  Of course, there are limits 

to our compassion.  I may understand and empathize with Dinesh D’Souza’s conservative 

beliefs, but I cannot have compassion for his comparing a sixteen year old girl protesting climate 

change to a Nazi youth.  However, if we begin with a spirit of understanding and empathy, then 

we go a long way to bringing healing to our world. 

Jewish tradition has always embraced differences of opinion and has taken a similar 

approach of using empathy in dealing with disagreements.  In the Talmud it says about Hillel and 

Shammai that they disagreed, but nevertheless they behaved with love and friendship towards 

one another.  It is said that Hillel and Shammai taught their students their own ideas as well as 
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the ideas from the other side because they desired to be kind and gracious.  As Rabbi Abraham 

Isaac Kook summarizes the Jewish belief in the value of embracing disagreements, “There are 

those who err thinking that world peace will not be built except by means of one form in points 

of view…Yet truthfully this is not so, for the true peace cannot come into the world except by 

means of the value of peace of many faces…meaning that all sides and approaches are seen; and 

it becomes clear how there is a place for them all, each according to its worth, its place, and its 

content.” 

If we are to increase civility and stop the crude discourse in our society, we must turn to 

the lessons of our tradition, see the example of groups like the Karuna Center, and employ the 

values of love and friendship in our conduct with others.  We must engage in arguments for the 

sake of heaven where the goal is truth and avoid arguments not for the sake of heaven where the 

goal is power and the satisfaction of the ego.  While much of this work requires profound 

listening to the other, so much of this work requires intense self-reflection.  If we are to engage 

in this work, we must begin by working on the spiritual trait of compassion.  Through listening, 

understanding, acts of lovingkindness, we can work on being more empathetic towards the other.  

Only when we let go of our ego can we truly have empathy for the other and only then will we 

act with civility towards the other.  This embrace of compassion, of understanding, of lowering 

our ego, is the central focus of Yom Kippur.  According to Jewish tradition, the second Temple 

in Jerusalem was destroyed solely because of the sin of baseless hatred.  We must do what we 

can to decrease the abusive public discourse in our society, to end the baseless hatred in our 

society so that we do not end up destroying ourselves as our ancestors did.  Only when all of us 

say that this type of crass public discourse is unacceptable and that we should act and speak with 
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compassion towards the other will we be able to return our society to the level of civility that we 

should want to see.   
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