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This is a story I got from Rabbi David Wolpe. Two chasidim are talking, and one says to 

the other, “You know, the world is basically divided into two groups: Jews and Non-

Jews.  About the Non-Jews, we don’t even talk.  Among the Jews, there are the 

chasidim and the non-chasidim.  The non-chasidim, why even discuss them.  Among 

the Chasidim, there are the Satmar and the Lubavitch.  The Lubavitch: pheh.  Among 

the Satmar, there are those who went to OUR yeshiva and those who went to THAT 

OTHER yeshiva.  THAT OTHER yeshiva, they know from nothing.  And at our yeshiva, 

there is basically YOU and ME.  And YOU know how little YOU know.  

And this past year has been a year of name calling, insults and public shouting. 

Watching cable news or reading Twitter is now akin to watching professional wrestling 

matches.The mitzvah for Rosh Hashanah is to vision the world anew. It’s to ask: what 

can I do, in my own life, to bring the world closer to holiness. As so, as part of my own 

personal spiritual preparation for these Holy Days, I took one small step back to sanity;I 

quit Twitter.  I erased it from all of my devices, and I’m actually feeling much better. 

I was a latecomer to Twitter.  And initially, I liked it. I followed my favorite public 

intellectuals and periodicals across the political spectrum and looked forward to what 

they had to say. And, I’m proud to say, that I, your rabbi, accumulated followers.  Two of 

them.  Two whole followers.  I have no idea who they are.  But God bless them. 

But soon, things changed.  I soon found Twitter to be all about shouting, all about 

pontificating, and often, all about lying and insults.  As I watched my Twitter feed fill up 

with such vitriol, I realized that the authors of those tweets weren’t seeking 

conversation.  All they cared about was firing their salvos, often wrapped in rudeness 

against anyone who might have the audacity to disagree with them.  I came to see that 

so many people who tweet, just want to prove that they are right, and that you are 

wrong, and also, you’re stupid.  Turn on Fox News, CNN or MSNBC and watch how 

panelists who are often propagandists just shout at each other.  And all this media 

infested nastiness has created a whirlwind of toxicity out there.  It feels like we don’t 

listen to each other anymore.  As if we are locked in our respective tribes, where loyalty 

is valued over truth. Where genuine dialogue, compromise and listening seem to hold 

no value or gain any viewership in this new era of grotesque political theater.   

Neither does humility.  Or assuming the other person has genuine feelings and might be 

wounded by insults or sneers. I see this all the time, and not only on Twitter.  But in 
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families, among our various communities on Long Island and beyond.  It is the finely-

honed instinct to judge first, and then to condemn.  To talk, but to forget to listen.   

Maybe that is the reason things went so very wrong in our Torah portion from earlier this 

morning.  Maybe both God and Abraham were so wrapped up in their own roles, their 

own self-justifications---God who must be in control, Abraham, the chosen one, who 

must submit regardless of the consequences---that they lost sight of the damage they 

caused.   

I mean, if God had seen Abraham and Isaac as human beings, with fragile emotions as 

we all have, how could God demand that Abraham murder his son? And if, in that 

moment, Abraham had remembered that his son was HIS SON, how could he have 

agreed to God’s demand? The story teaches that after Isaac was saved and rose from 

the altar, Abraham went to Be’er Sheva, alone.  Isaac did not accompany him.  You can 

understand why.  Isaac probably needed a break from dear-old-Dad, after nearly being 

murdered by him.  What went through Abraham’s mind as he sat in Beer Sheva, as he 

reviewed those violent moments.  Yes, he received God’s blessing, but could that really 

compensate for the trauma?  For the emotional pain he caused Isaac?  How do you 

recover from such a traumatic ordeal?  From such abuse?  Those questions are the 

Torah’s exquisite, painful teaching to us on this sacred day. What happens when we 

speak and act ONLY from our own narrow instincts and point-of-view, when we fail to 

see the humanity, the heart, even the tears, in the people we are judging.   

MSNBC, Fox News and Twitter encourage us to shout and then congratulate ourselves. 

But there is a price to pay for continuing to celebrate and elevate such nastiness.  So, I 

want to encourage you to turn them all off.  Stop watching, stop tweeting, you won’t 

miss them, I promise. And in their place, I have a couple of recommendations for you.  

This past spring brought two cultural treats to us.  The first is a magnificent book called 

The Prison Letters of Nelson Mandela.  Mandela, you may remember, was a founder of 

the African National Congress, a revolutionary movement seeking equality and an end 

to the racist policies of Apartheid South Africa.  Sentenced to life in prison, Mandela 

served 27 years and then became South Africa’s first post-Apartheid president.  What is 

truly breathtaking about these prison letters, is Mandela’s simple dignity, courteousness, 

and calm strength in the face of his taskmasters’ indignity, cruelty and humiliation.  I 

want to share an excerpt from this remarkable collection. Mandela wrote this letter upon 

hearing that his son Thembi had died in a car accident.  Here is the excerpt: 

Thembi’s death was a painful experience to all of us. This was particularly so for me, 

especially when one takes into account the fact that I had not seen him for 5 years, and 

that my application for permission to attend the funeral was not granted. I will never 

forget Thembi.… I read fresh and meaningful passages from the scriptures ……..they 

tell us of a way of life which would have brought us peace and harmony many centuries 
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ago…if mankind had fully accepted and faithfully practiced the teachings they contain. 

They visualize a new world where there will be no wars, where famine, disease and 

racial intolerance will be no more, precisely the world for which I am fighting … 

If there were ever a person who would have been justified to sink into anger, self-pity 

and outrage, it would have been Nelson Mandela. And yet, what did he teach?  Even 

from his remote prison cell, Mandela preached kindness, to be generous of spirit and to 

work for peace. Even in the face of cruel injustice, Mandela refused to succumb to petty 

selfishness. 

The second cultural event I want to reference is the movie “Won’t You Be My Neighbor,” 

the documentary about Fred Rogers.  I grew up watching Mr. Rogers Neighborhood 

after school, every afternoon at 4pm.  Fred Rogers understood that for small children, 

facing a harsh, often cruel world could be especially punishing. They are so vulnerable, 

so fragile, and they possess neither the strength nor the tools to make sense of violence 

or to process the fear they see in the faces of grown-ups. And when he knew that little 

kids would be exposed to hatred and bigotry, Mr. Rogers helped them process it.  Like 

when the news was dominated by images of black children being terrorized and ejected 

from public pools, Fred Rogers introduced a new African American character, Officer 

Clemens, and one day, Mr. Rogers and Officer Clemens both soothed their bare feet in 

a baby pool, together, using the same towel to dry themselves off.  A simple gesture. As 

kids saw violent bullying and hatred, Mr. Rogers modeled basic human kindness. 

After 9/11, PBS brought Mr. Rogers back to help children process their fear.  He said 

two memorable things:  First, he told the children, “We are all called to be Tikkun Olam, 

repairers of creation.”  Journalist Bonnie Azoulay noted in “The Jewish Forward” that 

this was the only time Fred Rogers ever used religious language on his show.  It’s most 

apt that he chose this particular Jewish teaching.  For what is Tikkun Olam? It is our 

sacred obligation to put a broken world back together again.   

On that same show, Fred Rogers told the children, and us all, how to do that.  He said, 

“When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say to 

me, “Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping.”  

So my question for us, on this Sacred day, is this: How do you be a helper? It begins 

with turning away from the voices that try to turn us against each other, the voices that 

sow suspicion and begat prejudice.  The voices that spread lies about our neighbors 

and make them afraid. And it begins also by challenging anti-Semitism, bigotry, sexism, 

homophobia and racism. And by following examples like Mr. Rogers and Nelson 

Mandela, who teach us to appreciate each other in all our differences, to learn from 

each other and to silence the din of negativity with genuine decency, empathy and 

kindness. In a world in need of healing at the edge of the new year, we can be voices of 

kindness, blessing, and goodness, if we choose.  That’s how we can be the helpers.  


