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Rosh Hashanah 5783 (2022) Day 2

I once had an argument with the United States Secretary of Education. I don’t mean in my head -- I mean for real! Actually, for about an hour and a half the argument was in my head, and for about one minute it was face-to-face. But I’ve kept thinking about it from time to time. And I didn’t quite understand what the Secretary and I were arguing about for thirty-five years, until a few days ago.

When I was a college sophomore, Secretary William Bennett came to Harvard to debate our president, Derek Bok, about moral education in colleges. President Bok spoke up for our curriculum, which was about how to reason critically about ethical questions. Secretary Bennett argued that the college should spend more time teaching actual ethics: right and wrong.  He was on a kind of speaking tour about the matter. They debated in the largest lecture hall on campus, and then invited everyone to continue the conversation at the faculty club. I went because… I was a twenty year old who had taken one class in moral philosophy, so I was going to run logical rings around the nation’s highest education official. I spent the walk over thinking of what I would say to Secretary Bennett when I got to him face to face, which I was determined to do. Something the president of Harvard hadn’t already nailed, I guess. As I say: twenty years old.

And with my toothpick cube of cheese (I think), I got right in front of the Secretary! I don’t actually remember what I said -- but I do remember what he said back to me. He kind of snapped at me: that even Descartes, the philosopher we remember for saying he questioned everything about everything until all he could prove was “I think, therefore I am” – all the time Descartes was doing that, he was still living the life of a Christian gentleman. I remember those particular words – “the life of a Christian gentleman.”

I honestly can’t remember if I said anything back. Like “Well I’m Jewish, so I have no idea what a 17th century Christian gentleman is or why you think that answers my point.” I realize this is not the most dramatic debate story ever, but there’s a reason I’m telling you about this -- and it’s not to brag that once I tried to tell off a famous person. It’s because this argument keeps coming back to me even though it was so short, and I’ve been trying to figure out why. I think I just did, because of the theme I want to talk about with you as the new year starts today and further on this fall.
I was taking President Bok’s position that you can’t be an ethical person without always checking whether you might be wrong. Secretary Bennett was saying: You can’t sharpen your ethics, and actually you can’t even function at all, unless you are standing somewhere you know you are right.

Now some people argue against a position like William Bennett’s that the problem today is that people are too certain. And of course it’s other people who are too certain and they’re, you know…wrong! 

And some people say it’s just human nature to be bad at knowing what’s right. Some of the most popular books these days about how we are wired to be wrong so much more than we realize. That’s where authors like Malcolm Gladwell and Michael Lewis make their living. I love them, and if you’ve been around here for a while, you know that quoting people like them is usually where I make my living.

There’s a terrific book in this category I just learned about from my Talmud chavruta, my weekly study-partner Rabbi Dan Ross at Central Synagogue in Manhattan. It’s by Kathryn Schulz, she wrote it in 2010, and it’s called Being Wrong: Adventures in the Margin of Error. And what I especially love about it is that the author invents two new words. She calls us wrongitioners -- practitioners of being wrong, and she wants us instead to become wrongologists. A wrongologist is someone who understands our patterns around wrongness and is better equipped to correct for them. The more we can be good wrongologists, Ms. Schulz argues, the better we’ll be at catching our own errors and the better we’ll be at understanding other people.

But here’s my quibble. One of Kathryn Schulz’s arguments for why we are wrongitioners and not wrongologists, is that we hate the feeling of being wrong. She says being wrong about a situation or an issue isn’t just about the wrong answer; it’s about embarrassment and shame. Being wrong feels like being bad, an inferior person. Being right is easier, she says, because when we feel right we also feel like good people.

But more and more, I wonder whether being right is one of the most painful and hard things in our lives.

Let me see if I can demonstrate this, with a question I actually asked here on Rosh Hashanah the same year Being Wrong was originally published. Suppose you were granted one wish, and you could use it to change instantly one thing about any person: a behavior, a habit, a belief, a philosophy. Would you use that wish on yourself -- or would you use it on someone else?

Now one group is saying: Oh no question, I would use it on someone else. Another group is saying: I know I should say myself, and I wish I were such a tzaddik -- but really it would be so much better if this other person would change. Hopefully we have a third group of some actual tzaddikim too (please introduce yourselves to me). Anyway you can have two wishes, one for you and one for someone else.

Whoever that other person is that came to mind -- I bet you have something particular weighing on you where you are right and they have not been. Maybe it’s someone you work with or live with who can’t get their way to supporting you the way you deserve. Maybe it’s a person involved in public life or who expresses an opinion about it regularly in public, and you are convinced they are ruining the country. I am quite sure we all have at least one of those in our minds.

Or maybe you are thinking of someone in your life who is not at peace in the way you hope for them, the way they deserve, and you think maybe if they would just do X or stop doing Y, life would be better for them, and they would suffer less or flourish more.

All these are desires for change in another person that come from someplace good, deeply good within us. All of these are ways of being right that are hard, and painful.

And these desires for having someone or having the world conform more to our rightness often result in frustration and even anger. And just plain noodging. Or we dash something off online that’s way more snarky than we would ever say to someone’s face. And none of that works or changes anything.

Perhaps we judge ourselves, because if we really believed this principle was a moral imperative, we would be doing more than we are. Or we think we are probably hated by half the people in our society, specifically for our rightness. 

If you try the approach of wrongology, you might say: If only I were wrong, about this person in my life or about the country – then I could pull back and stop noodging, or I could be less upset. 
But I can’t do that. Because I’m not wrong – I’m right. And I care. 

And it’s hard.

So with a hat-tip to Kathryn Schulz, I think one of the things we need in the new year is to become right-ologists. We should learn better ways of being right. The world isn’t fixed by people who primarily worry how they might be wrong. And there are people in our lives who need us to be right, at least somewhat, to help them find their way to a path where they can be more at peace and flourish.

And let’s be honest, when it comes to American society and our debates, there are not enough people willing to “wrongology” our way together out. Our only choice is to crank our rightologists. We need to be better at being right. I don’t believe we are actually more polarized than ever. We’re just confronted with the pain of our rightness almost constantly, online, in conversation, in the air. Rightology will help us cope with that.

So I want to show you where specifically rightology is taught in the Torah, and preview some of the principles that the Talmudic tradition takes from that specific verse. I’ll be satisfied if I can persuade you that some Torah-based rightology is what we need now, and I’ll be curious what you think.

Right in the very center of the Torah, in the ethical code of Leviticus chapter 19, we have a mitzvah called tochacha, for a situation where you believe another person has harmed you or harmed themselves or harmed the community, by an act or even a belief. In this situation the Torah says (Leviticus 19:17):

Lo tisna et achicha bilvavecha.
Do not hate your brother in your heart.

Hochayacha tochiach et amitecha – something something your fellow I’m going to get back to the translation.

V’lo tisa alav chet – and do not carry guilt because of it.

The verse starts off with do not hate, and then tells you what to do instead. And that’s the first Jewish principle of rightology, which is that being right has to be rooted in love. The Torah names hate first, at the start of the mitzvah, because that’s the truth of the situation: being right when someone is wrong is upsetting. But you can’t do anything from that position of anger. You can only be right effectively from love.

If you’re right that someone in your life ought to consider some particular change, you shouldn’t even begin to formulate what you might say until you ground yourself, with intention, in your love for them. I know that sounds obvious. But a lot of the time the pain related to someone else’s life is also about the pain in me myself -- how much less frustrated I would be if you thought about doing X. So the rightness we feel really has to be re-centered in our love for the other person.

And if you’re right about a political matter, it’s all right to be frustrated with the people who don’t get it or who you hold responsible. But the Torah says that’s not where you act from. The frustration should generate a question: Who do I love in this situation? Who do I care about so much that I am fighting for them? Maybe it’s you yourself or a group of people like you. Maybe you’re in solidarity with a group that’s different from you. We can also love our principles of justice – not just believe in them, but love them, with deep commitment. Rightology in a political context means being knowing who or what you love, and grounding yourself in that.

And if you end up in a debate or decide to get into a debate with someone who is, well, wrong -- try to care about them too. The Torah doesn’t move on to what you do, until it establishes this first Torah principle of rightology: being right has to be grounded in love. When we are frustrated, we have to metabolize at least some of that into an experience of love.

The second part of the verse is very difficult to translate: hochayach tochiach et amitecha. In the books you’ll see some very not-helpful translations like “rebuke, yes rebuke your fellow.” The Hebrew root word has these dimensions: facing someone (nochechut); probing someone; discussing or debating with someone (l’hit’va-kayach).

And the verb is repeated twice, with a slight variation the second time, and the Talmud suggests a few interpretations. One is: Don’t just say the same thing over and over. Another is: Being right and taking a step from that opens a two-way street; you have to be willing to put yourself and your rightness out for questioning back.

I would capture this all as rightology principle #2: Be right about your vision and curious about everything else. Stand where you need to stand, but probe to figure out better how to get there.

The social psychologist Andrew Christianson has studied conflict within couples. He found that the most important predictor of whether a couple makes headway on a problem is probing, hochayach --  if someone can say, “Why did you do this?” And part of asking that question is to be open to being probed back -- “Why does what I’m doing matter to you so much?”

When it comes to social and political questions, I learned an important application from a book called Factfulness, by Hans Rosling. He says that most people who care deeply about poverty don’t have a clear picture of how fast or slowly the situation has changed, in their community or in the world as a whole. We assume that if funding village water pumps has helped in Africa we should invest in more, but we ignore research asking if we’ve maxed out the return on that solution and need to go back to the drawing board. Rightology principle #2 from the Torah – Be right about vision and curious about everything else. New details shouldn’t threaten what we’re basically right about – it’s just that probing more is always good.

After the verse in the Torah describes probing or even confronting the other person, the last phrase says: v’lo tisa alav chet. Do not carry guilt because of it. About this the Talmud teaches: Sometimes when you try to probe or confront another person, even when you are rooted in love, you end up doing more harm. They become so defensive you set them back, or you embarrass them in front of others. In plenty of situations you just can’t reach the other person, because you’re not the one who can, or because they aren’t ready, or the time isn’t right for the conversation between the two of you. Or you start a debate and you don’t actually have the goods, factually or intellectually, and you actually hurt your case more than you help. 

All of which leads to rightology principle #3: Don’t try to be right about everything all the time – even when you are.

I don’t mean you should ever take being wrong lightly. It’s more that rightology means setting priorities. Where does it matter whether I specifically am right or not? Where do I most need to be right effectively? So I actually don’t try to have a strong committed view about absolutely everything (believe it or not). There’s just no way I could, and still honor all the principles of rightology that the Torah is teaching.

There are plenty more maxims to derive from the mitzvah of hochayach tochiyach, but really today I wanted to put rightology on your agenda, and invite you to think about it more and maybe we can start working on it together. 

What I am calling Rightology is about how we carry ourselves when we are committed to something being right, whether it’s an idea for everyone or a path for someone. It’s hard to be right, in both senses. As the wrongologists note, we often just aren’t right. And even when we are, it’s hard to be right in the right way. Rightology eases the burdens that come with being right about important things. 

Be a rightologist and not just a right-itioner when someone asks you how you are voting and why, and even try to spread it among the people who already agree with you.. And be a rightologist especially toward the people closest to you, who need your support in just the right ways.

I’ll say this about Secretary of Education Bennett and me – I was a lousy rightologist in our interaction, but he was the adult and he was truly crappy at it. He shouldn’t have talked down to me or snapped at me or assumed I was a Christian. Because of how he spoke to me, I couldn’t even realize how much I actually agreed with him. I had, in fact, already decided to go to Israel the following year to study – not ethical philosophy Harvard-style, but the practicalities of right and wrong in Jewish law. I wanted to get started on the path that leads in some way to this very sermon and others like it. I think the Secretary would have liked that. But because he and others like him were right about some things in the wrong way, it took me many extra years to become a more sophisticated moral educator myself.

I chose this theme today, though it’s not an inspirational topic, because as a country we are in a period that will only intensify with the midterms and then intensify even more after that. The rightitioners are going to be louder and louder, and we won’t have the lull we deserve and need for calm and healing after the past two years.

It’s not the wrongologists who are going to get us through -- right as they are about many things. In this coming year, saturated as it will be with people who think or know they are right, we need as many rightologists as possible. People who are right in the right way. Let’s model that in our community. And let it be part of the Torah we learn this fall and this whole year of 5783. Let that be our gift to the people in our lives, and to this country.

Shana Tova!
