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When I was 13 years old, I tried to get my congregational rabbi fired. I convened a 

task force of fellow 13 year olds and our parents, and explained how the rabbi was 

needlessly provocative—he would upset people with his controversial sermons and 

worse, during my Bat Mitzvah class with him, he would constantly tell me I was 

wrong.  

 

When I was 26, he wrote my recommendation to rabbinical school. As it turned out, 

I failed to get him fired, and by then I had realized that his consistent challenging of 

his congregation, and of me, had made me a better thinker, a better teacher, and 

now, a better rabbi. 

 

So when I was in rabbinical school, I interviewed him for one of my classes. He told 

me that he would intentionally pitch his sermons to one step beyond the comfort 

level of his congregation. Not too far, but enough that when the service was over, 

everyone would be talking about the rabbi’s sermon. Refining their own arguments 

about why he was wrong, and engaging the opinions of fellow congregants on the 

steps of the synagogue, at holiday meals, and at the probably more than one task 

force convened by a 13 year old student.  His provocation was intentional and it was 

genius.  

 

He also told me, and I can hear his voice saying this, “Remember, Ariana, you must 

always read the other side.”  I imagined my unabashedly progressive rabbi reading a 

far-right publication and fuming.  I wish I had asked him what he read, and how he 

incorporated what he read into his own thinking. But three months later, my 

beloved mentor, Rabbi Arnold Jacob Wolf, passed away.  

 

His memory has been a blessing in many ways, and I still wrestle with his words. So 

in the Jewish tradition of b’shem omro, of sharing the wise words of a teacher, I want 

to talk about his instruction that you must always read the other side.  Particularly 

because his seemingly simple statement, would today, be provocative.   
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A decade after my rabbi’s death, I live in a world where, for the most part, 

Americans don’t read the other side.  We have carefully calibrated our lives so we 

never have to. We can choose our news sources, our Facebook friends, whom we 

follow on Twitter, which publications we read, and, if we read those publications 

online, an algorithm determines which advertisements we will see. 

 

And in a country where lines of geography often become lines of separation 

between people, we can too easily surround ourselves with people who look, earn, 

worship, and vote the way we do. And it is driving us even further apart.  According 

to a 2014 Pew Study, “Republicans and Democrats are more divided along 

ideological lines – and partisan antipathy is deeper and more extensive – than at any 

point in the last two decades.” And in 2016, the Pew Center found that things had 

only gotten worse.  55% of Democrats said the Republican Party makes them 

“afraid,” and 49% of Republicans said the same about the Democratic Party. Among 

those highly engaged in politics – those who say they vote regularly and either 

volunteer for or donate to campaigns – 70% of Democrats and 62% of Republicans 

say they are afraid of the other party. 

 

Afraid. Afraid is when we no longer just disagree, we stop talking to each other. Or 

worse, we just start talking about each other. We stop reading the other side. 

Instead, we start reading what those who agree with us have said about the other 

side.  

 

Lashon Hara is the Jewish term that is often translated as slander, as it is in our 

machzor.  Al cheit shechatanu l’fanecha b’lashon hara; The sin which we have 

committed before Thee by slander.” But as Maimonides articulates in the Mishneh 

Torah, someone who sins by lashon hara is “One who says bad things about their 

neighbor, even if they are telling the truth.” So one might ask, if I’m telling the truth, 

why does that merit being listed on Yom Kippur with sins like bribery and cheating? 

Midrash Tanchuma on Parashat Metzora relates the wisdom that “If a person 

involves himself in lashon hara, he makes himself worthy of death, as lashon hara is 
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as serious as murder, for one who murders takes only one life, while the bearer of 

lashon hara kills three: the one who says it, the one who listens to it, and the one 

about whom it is said.” 

 

So rather than talking about one another, we need to start talking to each other. 

Rather than reading about each other, we need to start reading the other side. We 

don’t need to agree. We need to listen.  Not because every opinion is right, but 

because the way we treat the other side matters. 

 

One of the most well known Jewish texts on disagreement comes from the Talmudic 

text on “eilu v’eilu.” It goes like this:  

 

For three years there was a dispute between Beit Hillel and Beit 

Shammai, the former asserting, “The law is in agreement with our 

views,” and the latter contending, “The law is in agreement with our 

views.” Then a bat kol, a voice from heaven, announced, Eilu v’eilu 

divrei Elohim Chayim, “These and those are the words of the Living 

God,” adding, “but the law is in agreement with the rulings of Beit 

Hillel.”  

 

Since both “Eilu v’eilu are the words of the Living God,” what entitled 

the members of Beit Hillel to have the law fixed according to their 

rulings? Because they were kindly and modest, they studied their own 

rulings and those of Beit Shammai, and were even so humble as to 

mention the words of Beit Shammai before their own.  (Babylonian 

Talmud Eruvin 13b) 

 

As I mentioned in my Rosh Hashanah sermons, to respectfully disagree is a 

fundamental Jewish legacy. It is how we formulate Jewish law, and it is also how we 

reflect the divine.  So we need to learn how to have difficult conversations in our 

time. And we need to cultivate the ability to say “Yes, and…”. 
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This year I attended a class with a member of the team who wrote the book Difficult 

Conversations: How to discuss what matters most. The teacher discussed how 

conversations can become so difficult. Before a conversation, we tend to have 

already sifted through the available data, selected certain data, decided how to 

interpret it, and derived our own conclusions. Once we have reached our own 

conclusions, it is nearly impossible to talk with someone who has reached a 

different conclusion. So we must take a step back and ask, “Why do we see this so 

differently?”  

 

For example, if I asked a few people in this sanctuary right now if the former Temple 

Beth El building is in good shape, if one of them, who, while listening to the rabbi’s 

sermon, is staring at the gorgeous dome above us and admiring the artwork, that 

person might say yes.  A roofer who is looking over there at the hole in the ceiling 

would probably say no. A sociologist, marveling at the tremendous community that 

is coming together under this roof might also say yes. The data remains the same. 

But by the time we reach our conclusions it may be easy to miss where we actually 

diverged.  

 

She also discussed the inevitable role of feelings, and particularly challenges to our 

identity. We like to think we can stay in the frame of reason, but that is not how we 

are built. So if you were to complete the statement, “If I know nothing else about 

myself, I know I am a _______ person” that can explain a lot of the difficulty. When 

someone is the opposite of what we value in ourselves, or someone insinuates that 

we are not who we think we are, conversations become difficult. 

 

As you may recall, I also spoke on Rosh Hashanah about a voicemail we received at 

the synagogue, questioning our choice of venue. The caller was particularly 

concerned about this neighborhood. And although this is an unfamiliar 

neighborhood for many of us, a perception about a neighborhood typically does not 

make someone so deeply afraid as to say, “I was born on Gladstone. I’ve never been 
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back since I was 4 years old. I think you’re making a vast mistake. It’s a dangerous 

area. A dangerous neighborhood.  And who the hell do you all think you are?” 

 

What might make someone deeply afraid is a challenge to the choices embedded in 

one’s personal narrative. Whether or not to return to Gladstone, to the place of her 

early childhood, is not just a choice she made today, or last week, it is a choice that 

she has made every day for her entire adult life. For the synagogue to suggest that 

this is a perfectly fine place to worship questions her story of her childhood home. 

She and I could reasonably argue about crime statistics or the adequacy of the 

substantial security precautions our hosts have taken to protect us. But I suspect 

that’s not what that conversation is really about.  

 

We can also learn the power of “Yes, And” instead of “Yes, But.”  Yes, there’s a hole in 

that ceiling, AND the dome is beautiful. Yes, you can stand by a decision to not 

return to this neighborhood for decades AND acknowledge some people would feel 

safe here. Or, most recently, Yes, we are proud of our country, AND we recognize 

there are systemic injustices.  

 

Some of you may have seen the video of the pro-Trump “Mother of All Rallies” two 

weeks ago, when Black Lives Matter protestors arrived.  The video has been viewed 

over 44 million times on Facebook alone, and I recommend watching it.  Much to the 

surprise of everyone there, Tommy Gunn, the organizer of the rally, invited one of 

the protestors, Hawk Newsome, the president of Black Lives Matter of Greater New 

York, onto the stage. Mr. Newsome was given 2 minutes to speak to the crowd.  

 

And what happened? After the rally, folks came up to Mr. Newsome to shake his 

hand, to express their appreciation and support, and to introduce him to their 

children. 

 

When interviewed later, Mr. Newsome said, “If not on a grander level, but just 

person to person, I think we really made some substantial steps without either side 
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yielding anything. Here I went from being their enemy to someone they want to take 

pictures with their children. That’s the power of communication...We just spoke and 

it worked.”  

 

When we are able to say that we are proud to be Americans AND there are deep 

systemic injustices in this country, we can start talking. Both sides do not need to be 

weighted equally, and should not be—our prophetic tradition demands that we 

right injustices and cannot rest, or truly serve God, until we do. But difficult 

conversations can be sacred conversations when we recognize the divine spark in 

one another. Not because everyone is right or every policy is fair or every candidate 

is the best choice. But because we are each created in the image of God and so we 

need to find the capacity within us to learn from every person. When we do so, our 

words reflect the Torah of our lives, and as we read in Pirkei Avot, “Two who sit 

together and discuss words of Torah between them, the Divine Presence rests 

between them.” Even our most fraught conversations are often also a conversation 

with God. 

 

So please read the other side. And please talk to your fellow congregants on the 

stairs and at the break fast, and even in taskforces with 13 year olds.  Talk to each 

other, whether or not you agree. And when you do, may the Shechinah—the 

presence of the Divine—join your conversation. May God grant each of us a year in 

which we are no longer afraid to speak with one another or read the other side. And 

may the memory of my rabbi continue to be a blessing to us all.  

 


