
Jonah and Humankind Rabbi Daniel Gropper Yom Kippur 5783

Good Yontif.  Once again friends, it is so nice to see you, to see your faces, to be with

you in a crowded room.  It really feels good.

I want to begin with a thought experiment. Imagine an airplane makes an emergency

landing and breaks into three parts. As the cabin fills with smoke, everybody inside realizes,

“We’ve got to get out of here.”

What happens?

On planet A, the passengers turn to their neighbors to ask if they’re ok. Those needing

assistance are helped out of the plane first. People are willing to give their lives, even for perfect

strangers.

On planet B, everyone’s left to fend for themselves. Panic breaks out. There is lots of

pushing and shoving. Children, the elderly and people with disabilities get trampled underfoot.

If you think we live on planet A, where people are helpful to one another, please raise

your hand.  Planet B?

Dutch Social science professor Tom Postmes has run this experiment countless times.

The results are almost always the same. About 95 percent of people think we live on planet B. “It

doesn't matter who you ask,” he says.  “Liberal or conservative, rich or poor, uneducated or well

read - they all make the same error of judgment.” Yet here’s the ironic part. The truth is, in

almost every case, we live on planet A.

Even history’s most momentous disasters have played out on planet A. The sinking of the

Titanic? We might think it happened the way it was depicted in the movie, with everyone, save

for the string quartet, blinded by panic. In truth, the evacuation was quite orderly.  Today,

however, with the unprecedented division of people, not only in our country but throughout the
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world, people think that those who are like me would act like the people on Planet A but those

who are different from me, those people, would certainly act like the people on planet B.

There is a persistent myth that by their very nature, humans are selfish, aggressive and

quick to panic. Just remember the stories of how some behaved at the outset of this pandemic -

hoarding Purel, Lysol, even toilet Paper. In actuality the opposite is true. We saw it here - most

act with incredible kindness and generosity - and the same is true throughout history.  When

crisis hits - when the bombs fall or the flood waters rise or a virus stops us in our tracks - we

humans become our best selves, we become Human Kind. So where does this scarcity mentality

come from and why do we seem to think we live on Planet B or that at least those not like us live

on that planet?

In The 17th century, English Philosopher Thomas Hobbes famously argued that humans

are depraved by nature and that left to our own devices, our lives will be “solitary, poor, nasty,

brutish, and short.” For Hobbes, we spend our lives in violent competition for resources in a kill

or be killed world. Of course, Hobbes was just echoing thinkers like Machiavelli and John

Calvin before him. They in turn were just echoing the thinking of the church.

Reading the Biblical text of Adam and Eve and refracting it through the lens of the

crucifixion, early Christian thinkers saw that humanity carried a blemish in need of being

cleansed, an original sin. This is the power of baptism. It washes away the sin and brings one

into the church.  Predating Hobbes by some 1,200 years, Saint Augustine helped popularize this

idea, declaring, “No one is free from sin, not even an infant whose span of earthly life is but a

single day.”  Augustine’s view soon became standard doctrine for all of Christianity. We are

flawed from the outset.
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Most Jewish commentators view the story of Adam and Eve quite differently.  There is

no original sin in Judaism from which we seek purification. Instead, our sages saw us as blank

slates, with the freedom to choose how we act. In today’s Torah reading, Moses declares to the

people, “I have put before you today life and death, blessing and curse. Choose life.” We have

free will. There is no predetermination.  The power is entirely in our hands and regardless of

what some may say or think, the norm of human behavior is our capacity towards cooperation,

empathy and compassion.

From the cave paintings of our nomadic ancestors that show no depictions of violence, to

soldiers at Waterloo where few soldiers used their bayonets; from soldiers who came out of their

trenches on Christmas day 1914 to play soccer and exchange chocolate, to battlegrounds in

World War II where very few soldiers ever fired their own weapons, we are naturally averse to

killing other human beings, certainly ones that look like us.  Even the reported findings of the

famous Milgram obedience experiment that tried to understand how well educated Germans

could turn into brutal genociadal nazis were fabricated. Most people did not follow orders as

zombie-like slaves. The majority of subjects disobeyed the instructions and would not administer

a lethal shock. The same is the case with the Stanford prison project and others like it.  There is

even a true life story akin to William Golding’s Lord of the Flies where a group of 6 teenagers

from Tonga found themselves shipwrecked on a deserted island.  Instead of succumbing to their

violent impulses and murdering one another, this group divided into teams and rotated between

garden, kitchen and guard duty.  They set up a small commune with a food garden, hollowed out

tree trunks to store rainwater, and created makeshift chicken pens, gymnasium and even a

badminton court.  They survived through cooperation. Peter Warner, a sailor who found them

later wrote in his memoirs, “Life has taught me a great deal, including the lesson that you should
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always look for what is good and positive in people.” No matter what might make for good

headlines, we do not live in a Hobesian dystopia. We live in a world that is actually quite

generous and kind.

I wish the prophet Jonah had internalized this message. This afternoon, we will read his

story, of how he was called by God to travel to Nineveh, the capital of Israel’s nemesis, the

Assyrian empire, to tell its citizens to repent from their wickedness or die. Now, there was no

love lost between the Israelites and the Assyrians. They were a fearsome society. They used

torture and mutilation as a political tactic to warn countries who might want to go to war against

them. It is possible that Jonah’s family or friends could have been killed or enslaved by the

Assyrians. Chances are, no Israelite and Assyrian ever sat down to a congenial meal. Without

social media as a wall with which to hide behind and hurl insults, they may have stood at each

other’s borders and yelled offensive names. What is probably closer to the truth is that they

remained close to home in their walled cities. In those echo chambers they could speak ill of

each other and feel a sense of superiority in doing so. To the Israelites, the Assyrians were

probably a bunch of deplorables. The text describes them as a lot who can’t even tell their left

hands from their right. To the Assyrians, the Israelites were probably a bunch of snowflakes.

Neither saw the other. Period. How could the Assyrians then repent? Were they even capable of

such a thing?

Given this background can we empathize a little with Jonah? Go to Nineveh and get them

to repent? He would rather see them dead. Instead of going north to Nineveh, Jonah heads south

to Jaffa and boards a boat sailing to the far ends of the Mediterranean. Besides, given their

reputation, the Assyrians would probably kill him. But from here, the book of Jonah spins in a
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notably anti-Hobbesian fashion. Time and time again, we witness human beings acting with

kindness. Once upon the boat, God brings a storm upon them. Surprisingly, it is the pagan sailors

who hearken to God and strive to save Jonah’s life.  They act more ethically and responsibly than

Jonah himself.  Jonah eventually arrives in the town of Nineveh and offers his prophecy…and to

Jonah’s great surprise, the people listen and change their ways. Nineveh is spared. Thousands of

lives are saved.  Jonah’s pessimism is disproven.  Everyone in the book ends up being kinder

than Jonah imagined them to be, more understanding than he thought possible.  Of all the

Biblical prophets, he is the only successful one and he can’t even celebrate that! He is so

entrenched in his thinking about who and what the Assyrians are that he fails to recognize that

they are also human beings capable of change.

Isn’t this too often the predicament in which we find ourselves? Our anger blinded to the

humanity of one who holds different views? Do we see the other the way Jonah saw the

Ninevites? Are we so blinded by the way we view the other that we can no longer even be kind

and decent and helpful? And when we get like this, who does it really harm?

Now, we've all been there. The Passover table. Uncle Harry showed up in his Maga hat.

Cousin Shoshana in her Black Lives Matter T-Shirt. I am sure we have heard or even uttered

such contempt of the “deplorables” of society, those who not only disagree with us but are

perceived to hold malicious intentions.  Such partisan rancor is rooted in this Hobbesian

pessimistic view of humanity - that at our core, people are violent and selfish, and therefore we

ought to regard those who disagree or don’t act like us with fear and suspicion.  The line in the

Talmud  “We do not see things as they are; we see them as we are”1 is about as psychologically

astute as it gets. Freud called it Projektion. Basically, we can feel victimized, even if we are not

1 Berakhot 55b
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objectively victims. We can honor someone else’s personal truth, without agreeing that it is

objectively true.

In her book “High Conflict,'' Amanda Ripley tells the story of how congregants at the

progressive Congregation B'nai Jeshurun in Manhattan met with conservative corrections

officers from Michagan in the wake of the 2016 presidential election. After years of learning and

practicing effective conflict resolution techniques - from the rabbis’stance on the Israeli

Palestinian conflict to their emerging views on intermarriage - the congregation decided they

wanted to lean into the discomfort they felt after Donald Trump’s election. Problem was, these

Upper West Side Jews didn’t know anyone who held views different from their own.

It took two years, but eventually, they found a way. Led by Simon Greer, an organizer

with ties to BJ and the Michigan Corrections Organization, the union for the conservative

corrections officers, they agreed to a sort of domestic exchange program. This would not be a

one-off dialogue session or kumbaya workshop; it would be a home stay, with everyone fully

immersed.

Both groups had grave doubts about this idea. The New Yorkers had trouble sleeping the

night before their flights. In Michigan, the corrections officers and their families wondered if

they were nuts to open their homes to a bunch of left-wing New Yorkers.

It was striking to hear both groups say they felt afraid. Both expected intolerance and

maybe aggression. The New Yorkers seemed mostly afraid they’d run into a wall of ignorance or

hate, or that just by going there, they would betray their ideals. They expected bigotry. The

Michiganders seemed mostly wary of being misunderstood, belittled, or mocked. They expected

condescension. It would have been less nerve-wracking for both groups to host actual foreigners,

rather than fellow Americans.
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What they learned surprised them. They had many areas of disagreement but there were

also flashes of agreement. To the surprise of the Michiganders, the New Yorkers agreed it was

important for the country to have a border. The New Yorkers kept saying that they didn’t want to

take away the Michganders’ guns. The latter assumed it would be the opposite. They both

thought Trump should not have Twitter.

Despite everything, in defiance of all the forces keeping them in conflict, these people

wanted to make sense of each other. Most importantly, they saw each other as human beings.

They noticed their shared humanity. When the Michiganders visited New York, most of them for

the first time, they attended Shabbat services at BJ. In his sermon, when introducing the visitors

to the congregation, Rabbi Roly Matalon said, “They were strangers. They were ‘them.’ They’re

now ‘us’ and they’re friends. We have very, very wide gaps in terms of opinions about all sorts

of things, but we have something that is powerful in common, that is our humanity. And when

you discover someone’s humanity, you cross that bridge - between the ‘us’ and the ‘them.’”

Sadly, some praying here with us today feel that they are not treated with dignity and

respect. Some have let me know they feel alienated in their own congregation and feel treated as

“they” instead of “we.” One family even chose to leave our congregation over the summer

because they felt their political views were keeping them from having a voice in the community.

Moreover, they didn’t feel heard--not necessarily agreed with, but really heard from a deep place

of curiosity and empathy --by the clergy and the congregation.  I was sad to see them go. I tried

to work with them to stay, saying that their perception might not match with reality.

Unfortunately, no matter what I said, no matter what others did to communicate, that even if our

views are different, we could all pray under the same roof and grapple together over what

Judaism comes to teach and how it inspires us to act on specific issues, they chose to leave.

7



If you feel that you are not heard,  let’s talk. Let’s find a mechanism to come together to

understand one another better. Can the shofar wake us up to one another, to really listen to each

other- not in order to change minds - but to hear each other with empathy and curiosity. Let us

lean into our discomfort and to practice good conflict and radical empathy. This is what it means

to be a kehilah kedosha, a holy community and a house of prayer for all people. Diversity, equity,

and inclusion means many things but must also create space for people with different political

views from our own, even if it makes us uncomfortable. Despite any differences we may have,

we are human kind.

Before we end, I want to try a second little experiment. From your seat - or from your

home - begin to look around. Find the face of another. Look at it. Really look at it. And when

you do, quietly say to yourself, “made in the image of God.” (pause) Now do it with someone

else, “made in the image of God,” (pause) and someone else, “Made in the image of God,”

(pause) and again and again. Do it for the rest of the day, even with people you disagree with,

even with people you really don’t like. See how it changes you.

In this year, may we seek out and recognize the divine spark in one another. May we find

opportunities to engage outside of our tribes, and as the Talmud instructs - dan lechaf zechut -

see the best in one another.  Although we may at times feel like Jonah, terrified of what we might

find on the other side, may we have the courage to sail into the storm rather than towards safer

waters.  After all, only  through encounters with those who befuddle and challenge us will we

recognize our common humanity and the humankind that exists within each and every one of us.
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Sources:

Humankind: A Hopeful History by Rutgar Bregman

High Conflict by Amanda Ripley
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