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Innuendo, Lies, and the Internet or Arguments for the Sake of Heaven? 

The Internet is as much a trove of misinformation as it is a source of reliable content. 

New York Times columnist Thomas L. Friedman once called it "an open sewer of 

information, facts, insights, lies, and half-truths." I was reminded of this truth recently 

when some of the sewage flowed my way in the form of a blog post.  

In July, I received a call from a Beth Emet member, informing me that a friend had told 

her that Beth Emet’s new senior rabbi was anti-Israel.  At first I laughed it off and said, 

“Yeah, and Barack Obama was born in Kenya.”  There are so many rumors out there.  

“What can you do?”  I thought.  When I found out that the source of this rumor was the 

internet, I decided to google myself and see what I would find.  Sure enough, I found a 

story in which I was referred to as anti-Israel because of my involvement with Israel-

related peace efforts.  Not only that, but in order to buttress its case, the article asserted 

that I fled Israel during the 1991 Gulf War, which broke out during my first year of 

rabbinic school.  I could name a few people who felt that it was taking Zionism too far 

when Danny and I chose to don our gas masks and stay in Israel throughout that war.  But 

I won’t. 

The blog post about my supposedly leaving Israel was a reminder to me that, when it 

comes to Israel and the Arab-Israeli conflict, our discourse is often characterized by 

mudslinging rather than thoughtful debate and constructive conversation.  

Tarnishing reputations is not the province of the Internet alone; it is blood sport in a 

media-driven world. The Internet merely feeds our collective appetite for it. And 

individuals are not the only ones affected. Organizations such as the ACLU, not to 

mention pretty much any organization with the word Islamic or Arab in it, are the victims 

of inordinate amounts of rumor-mongering, misquoting, and fear-mongering on 

television and radio.  

The dangers of gossip are illustrated by a story about a village gossip.  The story goes 

that the villagers are fed up with the gossip’s behavior and approach the village rabbi for 

advice.  The rabbi instructs the gossip to meet him at the town's highest tower and to 

bring a feather pillow.  The rabbi and the gossip ascend the tower together. The rabbi 

then instructs the gossip to tear open the pillow and let the feathers fly.  The gossip is 

then directed to collect the feathers, which, by this point, have already scattered to the 

four winds.  The gossip is incredulous and tells the rabbi that this would be impossible.  

To which the rabbi replies, “It’s like the gossip you spread.  Once you’ve said it, it 

spreads like those feathers, and it can never be retracted.”  In the internet age, the story 

seems almost quaint.  As the saying goes, you can’t un-ring a bell in the public square. 

And yet collecting the feathers from a pillow seems so much simpler than retracting 
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anything—truth or falsehood—once it’s on the Web.  Perhaps the Internet equivalent to 

“you can’t unring a bell,” is you can’t untweet a tweet.”  Twitter followers, anyone?  

The thing about the Internet is that, much like print journalism, it gives information the 

appearance of veracity or legitimacy. With print news, at least, we can assume that a 

newspaper story has been vetted by an editor. But on the Internet—and I think this was 

Tom Friedman’s point—there’s often no editor, no filter, no arbiter of reasonableness, 

fairness or verifiability. But there are more eyeballs than any print newspaper can claim.      

Lies and innuendo cannot be retracted any more than feathers in the wind. Maligning 

those who do not accept a particular point of view can cause irreparable harm to 

individuals and institutions.  

EXAMPLE: On July 19, 2010, Shirley Sherrod was forced to resign from her position 

as Georgia State Director of Rural Development for the United States Department of 

Agriculture after blogger Andrew Breitbart posted video excerpts of Sherrod's address at 

a March 2010 NAACP event to his website.  He alleged that the video showed Shirley 

Sherrod, a black woman, engaging in reverse discrimination.  After his post, the NAACP 

condemned her remarks, and U.S. government officials called on her to resign. However, 

upon review of the unedited video, it was clear that Shirley Sherrod was recalling how 

she had learned a lesson: how not to discriminate against a white farmer who needed her 

help.  But by the time Ms. Sherrod’s perspective had been heard, it was too late. The 

libelous comments of one highly influential blogger had caused such a row, that she lost 

her job. Now, as much glee as it may have brought right-winger Andrew Breitbart to see 

Ms. Sherrod forced from office, we can’t blame him for the ham-handed decision of the 

administration to oust a capable bureaucrat. We can blame him for intentionally 

propagating innuendo and the notion that the Obama administration had a double 

standard when it came to prejudice and discrimination.  But as purveyors of the internet 

we can only blame ourselves if we are not careful about what we accept as true.  

Indiscriminate acceptance of what we read on the internet also shows contempt for 

reasoned debate, which has been a hallmark of our tradition for millennia. The early 

rabbis had such reverence for respectful debate that they enshrined the arguments 

between Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai in the Mishnah. In Pirke Avot (Sayings of the 

Sages), the disputes between the two schools are held up as arguments aimed at achieving 

greater wisdom.
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Yet, I hear from thoughtful people that certain organizations should not be allowed to be 

part of the debate about Israel, even when the opinions expressed are widely held within 

the mainstream of Israeli society.  I’ve also heard expressed that one organization should 

represent the opinions of American Jews on Israel.  Why do we need others?  Can you 

imagine the rabbis 2,000 years ago who meticulously recorded the minority opinions 
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 Pirke Avot 5:17 "Every controversy that is in the name of heaven, will endure in the end; but one that is 

not in the name of heaven, in the end will not endure. Which is the [kind of] controversy that is in the name 

of heaven? Such as was the controversy between Hillel and Shammai. And, which is the [kind of] 

controversy that is not in the name of heaven? Such as was the controversy of Korach and his band. 
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alongside the majority opinions, preserving disagreements for us to study and learn from 

until today, saying, “Sorry, Beit Shammai, only one opinion is allowed here and that’s 

Beit Hillel?  There’s no room for different opinions.”  What a patently un-Jewish thing to 

say. 

The move to silence certain opinions not only has devastating effects on our ability to 

formulate more cogent and thoughtful answers to difficult issues, it also endangers the 

connection of our young people to Israel 

In a scathing article about the American Jewish establishment, Peter Beinart, claims that 

many college students feel increasingly disconnected from Israel.  

“In 2003, several prominent Jewish philanthropists hired Republican pollster Frank Luntz 

to explain why American Jewish college students were not more vigorously rebutting 

campus criticism of Israel. In response, he unwittingly produced the most damning 

indictment of the organized American Jewish community that I have ever seen.  

The philanthropists wanted to know what Jewish students thought about Israel. Luntz 

found that they mostly didn’t. “Six times we have brought Jewish youth together as a 

group to talk about their Jewishness and connection to Israel,” he reported. “Six times the 

topic of Israel did not come up until it was prompted. Six times these Jewish youth used 

the word ‘they‘ rather than ‘us‘ to describe the situation.”
 2

 

The pollster found that a majority of Jewish college students felt that their opinions about 

Israel and the Arab-Israeli conflict were not welcome in Jewish circles and so they 

absented themselves from the conversation and distanced themselves from Israel.   

About a month before Beinart’s article was published, one of our college students called 

to tell me a story about how this scenario was playing out on his campus.  He wanted to 

bring a speaker from J Street to campus so that students could be exposed to a variety of 

opinions about the conflict.  He was surprised at the vehement opposition he received to 

this suggestion and called me to make sure the speaker he wanted to invite was 

legitimate. He was.   

There’s a renowned Talmudic tale in which we learn the dangers of excluding thoughtful 

people from the debate.  The story is an explanation of the verse that we will read 

tomorrow—Lo bashamayim hi—the Torah is not in Heaven.  In the Talmudic passage, 

the rabbis are debating a fine point of Jewish law when Rabbi Eliezer calls upon divine 

intervention to show that his opinion is correct.  If I’m right, this carob tree will move, he 

says. And it does.  If I’m right, this stream will flow backwards, he continues. And the 

stream reverses its course.  If I’m right, the walls of the study house will incline. And 

they do.   
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 Beinart, Peter, “The Failure of the American Jewish Establishment,” The New York Review of Books, May 

12, 2010. 
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Even though Rabbi Eliezer’s opinion is correct, according to God, the other rabbis 

declare that God doesn’t have a say in Halakhic matters, quoting the line from 

Deuteronomy—Lo bashamayim hi. The Torah is not in Heaven.  God then declares 

gleefully, “My children have defeated me,” meaning that God is pleased that his children 

have taken on the responsibility of interpreting Torah.  

Usually we end the story here, declaring that once the Torah is given to human beings it’s 

up to us to ascertain its meaning.  This is an important lesson that our constructive 

debates are the way we learn what Torah has to teach us.  The story, however, continues 

and has even more to teach.  The rabbis become vindictive and decide to excommunicate 

Rabbi Eliezer, excluding him from the rabbinic community.  When he learns about his 

excommunication, a third of the olive crop, a third of the wheat, and a third of the barley 

crop die. Some say the dough in women's hands swelled up.  His wife who is the sister of 

Rabban Gamliel, the head of the rabbinic academy that excommunicated Rabbi Eliezer, 

(stay with me here) becomes concerned that Rabbi Eliezer might pour out his grief and 

feeling of injury in his  prayers, and that God, listening to them, would punish Rabban 

Gamliel, her brother, so she vigilantly watches Rabbi Eliezer.  One day, she drops her 

guard, distracted by giving money to a beggar, when Rabbi Eliezer falls on his face in 

prayer and, sure enough, Rabban Gamliel dies.
3
  A fable perhaps, but an illustrative one: 

The way that Rabbi Eliezer is treated by his rabbinic colleagues brings death and 

destruction.    

More importantly, this story reflects the incredible degree of introspection and self-

critique of which the rabbis of the Talmud were capable. A model for our times! The 

story calls on us to ask, is there room for disagreement within our Jewish community?  

Beth Emet must be a place for open, intelligent, and respectful discourse.  Or are some 

views, even those based on learning and erudition, off limits? 

To help us have a constructive and intelligent conversation about Israel, Aaron Solomon 

and Danny London, who are both well-versed in Israeli history, politics, and culture will 

be leading a monthly study session on Israel.  It will be a time to learn about issues in 

Israel.  It will be a time to discuss respectfully and listen to one another.  It will not be a 

monthly debate or shouting match.  It will not be a time for grandstanding.  It will be time 

for thoughtful and intelligent conversation, modeled after Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai.   

If Prime Minister Netanyahu can host President Mahmoud Abbas in his own home in 

Jerusalem, as he did this week for what was, undoubtedly, some spirited debate, is it not 

incumbent upon us to make our own home hospitable to a range of views, to thoughtful 

inquiry and debate? We all need opportunities to express our fears and anxieties 

regarding Israel's future. Yet our emotions should not be our sole guide when it comes to 

formulating our views on the Middle East conflict. Instead, we need to take time to learn, 

to critique through reason, and to listen in earnest to those with whom we disagree.  

Perhaps we wish we could have a divine voice tell us what the answers are, but as we 

learn from the Talmud, God, long ago, has left it in our hands to solve the issues of the 
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day.  Lo bashamayim hi.  Fortunately, God also gave us the tools—the ability to think 

and reason.  Let’s use them constructively, respectfully, wisely, and intelligently. 


