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The Cost of Being Right

With antisemitism threatening the Jewish people in the U.S. and throughout the world, it is
important for our community to be wary of another potential danger: fighting against each other.

Diversity of viewpoints is completely a Jewish concept. Our Jewish community can continue to

thrive with a wide variety of ways to observe Judaism, ways to honor the Holy One and ways to
love and support Israel. We must be careful not to let our disagreements lead us to rejecting each
other.

The Torah reminds us, “Do not hate your kinfolk in your heart. Reprove your kinsmen but incur
no guilt because of them. Do not take vengeance or bear a grudge ... love your neighbor as
yourself” (Lev. 19:17-18).

Yes, disagree; but with love.

A Talmudic teaching states that “Verbal wrong is worse than monetary wrong ... one affects a
person’s character and the other only his money” and “Publicly shaming another is like shedding
blood,” because restoration of money is possible, but restoring dignity is not (Baba Metzia 58b).

Another well-known Talmudic story illustrates the dangers of letting passionate disagreements
damage relationships: a question about a particular oven and whether or not it was kosher.

Rabbi Eliezer, known for his expertise in these matters, declared it kosher; but Rabbi Joshua
disagreed and three other rabbis backed him up. When they would not be convinced by
conventional arguments, Rabbi Eliezer summoned unique powers to prove his point. He caused a
tree to magically move out of its place, ordered a stream to switch direction and caused the walls
of their study house to tremble.

Each time, the others disputed his argument saying, “Halacha [Jewish law] is not determined by
such things.”

Finally, Rabbi Eliezar invoked the voice of Heaven to plead his case. The Heavenly voice
declared “In matters of Halacha, Eliezar is always right!”

This still did not convince Rabbi Joshua, who cited that even Heaven cannot have a vote,
because the Torah itself says, “These teachings are not hard or far away. It is not in heaven ...
nor beyond the sea ... but close to you in your mouth and in your heart” (Deuteronomy 30:11-
14). Joshua was saying that the Torah G-d gave us empowered the sages to determine the ruling
by majority opinion.

Rabbi Eliezer, defeated, loses his status and wanders away, humiliated by the experience. He was
no longer consulted in matters of Halacha, was ostracized by the community and lived as a
hermit until he died.



So, who is the winner? Rabbi Joshua and his colleagues won the argument, but at what cost? At
the end of the day, was the oven kosher or not? For these rabbis, winning became more important
than anything.

To me, nobody is blameless. The knowledgeable Rabbi Eliezar arrogantly invoked powerful
magic tricks that had nothing to do with the oven. Rabbi Joshua and company ganged up on their
elder and shamed him. Was the world a better place because the oven was declared impure?

And what did their students learn? That arrogance and bullying are acceptable behaviors and
humiliating someone with whom you disagree is appropriate if you believe you’re right.

Of course, many employ these tactics even today. But Judaism teaches the opposite, despite the
behavior of these respected rabbis of the past. Healthy disagreements include listening, caring
and respect. It doesn’t mean we come up with one answer, but by respecting one another, we
strengthen our community rather than destroy it.
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