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Ground Rules for Jewish Djalogue

Just as people’'s fazes differ fro wach otber, sav the Sageas
of the “ishnahl, so do their ooinsos difdes. 6 1s srobably

tecause of this zcsertive intel lactual indepenrndancs of
individials that the EZcges  zo sralieec shalom, family and
communal peacs. Were peano mot =0 dieticult to attair, it

would noo bhe regarded 25 S0 RrEec.T. s & Ol 2.

Few chser cors o the ourrert Jewish scene would disagree with
the conclusion that t s fine ba ance between thinking for
voursesld ano conside-aticon 4or the views of others has  been
violenilyv disrupted in our days. bhtether in the larger Jewish
community or, especialiy, in the Ir:ihodot community iteelf——
where ther=z 1s really so nmuch common  2q-ound on fundamantal
principles-—-the attempt to maintiin communal peace amongst

sincere advccates of diverss viszws—-nas all but broken down.

It is, of course, no: the {first tine in Jewish history that
this hz:s happ=2iyed (indeed, it csems mare the rule than the
exception), but wa da-e not conscle ourselves with this
awarenecs that ow frzorres are not novel. History should
challenn= and  inspire uwus, not iwll  ws  into dangerous

smugness. Therz is so much anger, driiness, and incivility in

our polemics——in vact, 11 some  cilrcles fthe very idea of




dialogue, =svaen amonget  sheervant Jews, [has come into

disrepute——that our viability as a comnunity 1= imgperiled.

I recommend most heartily, therefore, some ground rules for

our internal Jewish dialogue as laid cown in a 1ittle known
volum=. Meshi. it MNMefesh (Warssw, 15'00) is a plagiarism of

Vikucha Rabbeh, which is, in turn, plagiarized Fron Matzref

Ha—avodah, which s i(tself a pseuadepigraphic work (that is,
contrived by the author and attributed to o Fficticious
person) defending Hasidiem from the Mitnagdic assaults in the

|-

early 19th century. With this pedi jree, what o wvalue can be

expected from 1t? Much, but especially the author' s  four

rules +or peaceful and fruitsul dizlogue.

The first rule 1is: There must be no hatred. Hzatred. says our
anonymous euthor, inclines the mind 1 the wrong direction.
It misleads the hater. I+ you viclate lo tisna, the sin of
hating o ftellow Jew, your worde do not deserve to be heard in
any discussion. I wzuld add an ancollery =amotion, almosi as
negative as hatred: bittul, the contemptuous dismissal of an

adversary as worthless and infterior. Is bittul ben Torah much

l2ss sinful than bittul Torah itsel 47

Szcond: Remove all anger from your heart. Anger cavses yvou to
stray from the path of ‘ruth as it clouds the mind, even when
vou tell vyoursel{ that your argar 1s really righteous

indignation... Matual sco-n is ben=ath contempt.



Jews especisily are an opiniornaten pecple who like to think

o

for themselves. That is something to be proud of-—-but not 14

it l=ads to bitterness and mutual contempt and recrimination.

it is time for us to learn “rom history—-—not fto mute our
views, not to =subjugate ouwr minds to someocne else’s
avthority, but to aveid thes fow impeadiments to dialogue and,

aven better, to recast them ir positive terms:

There must be love.
There must be . respect.
There must be humilty.

There must be integrity.

I hope that contributors to this column will exemplify these
aspirations and, perhaps, will thereby contribute to

intelligent and respectful dialogue within ocur community.

This is a tz11 order, but with these ground rules w2 may yet

learn to disaoree agreeably, le’shem shamavim, for *the sake

of Heaven.
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The third rule No self-aggrandizement. The moment yOoLl

[N
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look upen a debate zs 2 way to d.egplay your owrn talents and
virtue, youw are pregsarad to dissemble in order to projiect
your restless eco, and thus you lase a1l moral right to speak
objectively. Seeking gecuiah for ores=1f is a way to reduce

the dialogue to csham and pettinesqa,

Finally, says our avthor, Don‘t aim to win. The love of
triumph in a dialogue shocws that You are not really engaged
in a mutval szarch for truth——which 1s what real dialogue is
all about. Winrning debater ‘s points can earn you a pat on the
back from those who ‘are mindlese and unthinking, but it
contributes nothing to genuine clarification of the issues.
The rhetoric of triumphalism is the death-knell of dialogue

and & sure way to kill peace. Fesal talmidei  chakhamim

increasze shaln as the Rabbis taught: those who undermine
peace r=veal ther=by trtat they arz not genuine scholars, only

learned impostors.

These Four pointe were recomnended as stens in the
reconciliation of tha {two appos.ing groups, ths Hasidim and
the Mitnagdim. How ircraic  that +his threatened split was
avoided, and the adversaries learned ta live together
peacefully and even respectfully—-urtil our own dayes, when
the same d.vis on reappears  in ominods  fashion. As if  we

didn't have erough new divisianz anc —ontroversies!



