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In a workshop at the Year of Civil Discourse kickoff event,
participants engage in a conflict transformation process using
interactive techniques and improv. photo/minh la
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Opposing sides peacefully kick off Year of
Civil Discourse
by dan pine, staff writer

Follow j. on  and 

For Siva Heiman, it was all about listening.

Attending the Dec. 12 kickoff event of the Year of Civil Discourse, Heiman
learned the key to civility is to listen. Don’t interrupt, don’t contradict. Just
listen.

Even if someone says something about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict you
don’t agree with.

“The listening experience impacts both parties,” said the San Mateo math
teacher. “It impacts the one who has a chance to be listened to because
they understand that life is just a process. By being heard you move along
in that process.”

The Year of
Civil Discourse
is a project
spearheaded
by the Jewish
Community
Relations
Council, the
Northern California Board of Rabbis and
the S.F.-based Jewish Community
Federation. It combines public relations,
institutional counseling and high-profile
events such as the one Dec. 12 to foster
more civil Jewish community dialogue
when it comes to Israel and other hot-
button issues.

About 225 people — among them rabbis,
lay leaders and Jewish community
professionals — attended the daylong
string of panels and workshops. Each

invitee was asked to bring along two friends who disagree about Israel.

Titled “Loving Our Neighbors as Ourselves,” the event was held at San Francisco’s Congregation Beth
Israel Judea and neighboring Brandeis Hillel Day School.

Contentiousness over Israel prompted the civil discourse project in the first place. But settlements,
peace talks and Gaza were not on the menu for the day.

“This was decidedly not a town hall meeting to focus on substantive issues around Israel,” said Rabbi
Doug Kahn, executive director of the JCRC, “but rather how we talk about Israel and how we live
together as a community at a time of increased polarization. It was focused on modeling best
practices.”

Attendees chose from among 20 workshops and panels. Topics ran a wide spectrum — from an
interactive theater exercise and Jewish meditation to the challenges of building real Jewish community.
The day began and ended with prayer, and each workshop began with a drash delivered by a Bay Area
rabbi.

Session leaders included rabbis from across the denominational spectrum. The common thread was
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teaching methodology for respectful dialogue.

“There was an absolute commitment on the part of everyone who came to abide by the spirit of the
day,” Kahn said. To keep things confidential, the press was not invited.

Heiman, the math teacher, attended a panel that helped participants move toward more
compassionate communication. “We paired off and were either listeners or speakers,” Heiman
reported. “There was an emphasis on listening, and letting your partner say his piece.”

She also attended a panel titled “Crossing the Boundaries: When the Only Recourse is Difficult
Dialogue.” It focused on real-life examples of Jewish institutions, such as synagogues, facing polarized
constituencies, especially over the Middle East.

“It was about how to have civil dialogue so we can recognize where we have actual agreement,”
Heiman said. “It wasn’t about Israel so much as about a particular congregation and how they
engaged with each other, learned to listen to each other. It’s not about being right.”

It’s an uphill battle in the Bay Area, where the Israeli Consulate General is routinely picketed; the
boycott, divestment and sanctions (BDS) campaign against Israel is always in full swing; and where
activists on both sides call each other Nazis, pigs and worse.

Among those attending the event were representatives of the pro-Israel

StandWithUs and of Jewish Voice for Peace, which is critical of Israel.

JVP campaign director Sydney Levy said he appreciated the “ideological diversity” among the
attendees, but had concerns.

“The elephant in the room not discussed was what are the limits of that ideological diversity,” he said.
“After all, this is a meeting sponsored by the federation and JCRC. They have very clear guidelines
about what can and cannot be said about the nature of Israel.”

Levy said he felt very welcome personally, but sensed those ideological limits because of his views,
which many in the Jewish community might consider outside what is acceptable.

“There were moments, because of the guidelines, I felt like the gay man in the closet. [The Year of
Civil Discourse] is not just one event, it’s a whole year. My fear is they will steer it in such a way to
force people like me into the closet or outside the circle.”

Mike Harris, spokesman for the local chapter of StandWithUs, said it’s too soon to tell how useful the
civil discourse effort will prove.

On one hand, he said it is “absolutely necessary” for people to “get beyond the tension, so Israel can
be talked about.” But he considers JVP outside the bounds of the Jewish communal conversation,
saying the group “does not accept the ground rules” of Israel as the Jewish state.

“There is a conflict between the imperative for civil discourse and the imperative to name and shame
those who are anti-Israel,” Harris said.

Still, all 225 attendees kept the day civil and, according to Kahn, productive.

“My overall feeling was that the day achieved our objectives and that the year was launched in the
best way possible,” Kahn said. “At the same time we know there is no easy fix here. This is a process.”

JTA contributed to this report.

Comments

Be the first to comment!

Leave a Comment

In order to post a comment, you must first log in.
Are you looking for user registration? Or have you forgot your password?

Username

Password

 Auto-login on future visits

 

 

San Francisco Coupons
1 ridiculously huge coupon a
day. It's like doing The Bay at
90% off!
www.Groupon.com/San-Francisco

Conflict Resolution
Workshop materials to teach
conflict resolution skills.
CorporateTrainingMaterials.com

 most popular rss feeds

Jews and Mormons? For our new
blogger, they’re a perfect match
Transgender Jews get a boost from
advocate’s new book
Hazon heads to Petaluma to talk
Jews, food and chicken farms
White House Chanukah party gives
locals a presidential treat
Bullies, anti-Israel forces on
campus have a lot in common

more popular articles >

http://www.jweekly.com/member/register/
http://www.jweekly.com/member/forgot_password/
http://ads.jweekly.com/www/delivery/ck.php?oaparams=2__bannerid=58__zoneid=5__cb=04fcc1fa75__oadest=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.hflasf.org%2F
http://ads.jweekly.com/www/delivery/ck.php?oaparams=2__bannerid=56__zoneid=7__cb=12cd167246__oadest=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.afikomen.com%2F
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BzE8UZ74LTbj0KoWOigTwyKGnApTms4wCpOiU-hjsyNulT6DwYhABGAEgm6H6ASgCOABQoLzjwPz_____AWDJ9viGyKOgGaABvKWq5QOyAQ93d3cuandlZWtseS5jb226AQoyNTB4MjUwX2FzyAEB2gFlaHR0cDovL3d3dy5qd2Vla2x5LmNvbS9hcnRpY2xlL2Z1bGwvNjAyOTYvb3Bwb3Npbmctc2lkZXMtcGVhY2VmdWxseS1raWNrLW9mZi15ZWFyLW9mLWNpdmlsLWRpc2NvdXJzZS_gAQL4AQHAAgGoAwHIAxfoA50B6APlBugDpgToA5Ep6APYK_UDAAAARPUDACgCAA&num=1&sig=AGiWqtzt_xF2DZpM8-h-mhVI6Sb9WjXxjw&client=ca-pub-1588086095901546&adurl=http://www.groupon.com/san-francisco/subscribe%3Futm_source%3DGoogle%26utm_medium%3Dcpc%26utm_campaign%3DExplorerText%26utm_placement%3Dwww.jweekly.com
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BXLDUZ74LTbj0KoWOigTwyKGnAo7t3-kB9JmE9A3AjbcB4OslEAIYAiCbofoBKAI4AFD9yODUA2DJ9viGyKOgGaAB8uqE7wOyAQ93d3cuandlZWtseS5jb226AQoyNTB4MjUwX2FzyAEB2gFlaHR0cDovL3d3dy5qd2Vla2x5LmNvbS9hcnRpY2xlL2Z1bGwvNjAyOTYvb3Bwb3Npbmctc2lkZXMtcGVhY2VmdWxseS1raWNrLW9mZi15ZWFyLW9mLWNpdmlsLWRpc2NvdXJzZS_gAQKAAgGpAgWP_2jxkbA-qAMByAMX6AOdAegD5QboA6YE6AORKegD2Cv1AwAAAET1AwAoAgA&num=2&sig=AGiWqtxk964m1Lk4twBeL0lzLFxeumKA4w&client=ca-pub-1588086095901546&adurl=http://corporatetrainingmaterials.com/conflict_resolution/index.asp
http://www.google.com/url?ct=abg&q=https://www.google.com/adsense/support/bin/request.py%3Fcontact%3Dabg_afc%26url%3Dhttp://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60296/opposing-sides-peacefully-kick-off-year-of-civil-discourse/%26hl%3Den%26client%3Dca-pub-1588086095901546%26adU%3Dwww.Groupon.com/San-Francisco%26adT%3DSan%2BFrancisco%2BCoupons%26adU%3DCorporateTrainingMaterials.com%26adT%3DConflict%2BResolution%26gl%3DUS&usg=AFQjCNH39c8raZDamHd9IoYCurAErncftQ
http://ads.jweekly.com/www/delivery/ck.php?oaparams=2__bannerid=27__zoneid=6__cb=854e709523__oadest=http%3A%2F%2Fsfarts.org%2Findex.cfm%3Fpmc%3Djw1
http://ads.jweekly.com/www/delivery/ck.php?oaparams=2__bannerid=53__zoneid=12__cb=3642f2a0a2__oadest=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.citybeach.com%2F
http://www.jweekly.com/article/popular/
http://www.jweekly.com/rss/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60162/jews-and-mormons-for-our-new-blogger-theyre-a-perfect-match/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60162/jews-and-mormons-for-our-new-blogger-theyre-a-perfect-match/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60217/transgender-jews-get-a-boost-from-advocates-new-book/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60217/transgender-jews-get-a-boost-from-advocates-new-book/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60222/hazon-heads-to-petaluma-to-talk-jews-food-and-chicken-farms/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60222/hazon-heads-to-petaluma-to-talk-jews-food-and-chicken-farms/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60223/white-house-chanukah-party-gives-locals-a-presidential-treat/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60223/white-house-chanukah-party-gives-locals-a-presidential-treat/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60203/bullies-anti-israel-forces-on-campus-have-a-lot-in-common/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60203/bullies-anti-israel-forces-on-campus-have-a-lot-in-common/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/popular/


Opposing sides peacefully kick off Year of Civil Discourse | j. the Jewish news weekly of Northern California

http://www.jweekly.com/article/full/60296/opposing-sides-peacefully-kick-off-year-of-civil-discourse/[12/17/2010 11:48:01 AM]

Copyright 2010 San Francisco Jewish Community Publications Inc., dba J. the Jewish news weekly of Northern California 

All rights reserved.

Advertise | Contact Us | About Us | News & Features | Columns | Opinions & Letters | Arts 

Calendar | Lifecycles | Torah | Supplements | Links | Candlelighting | Archives | Terms of Use | Privacy Policy | Home

http://www.jweekly.com/page/advertise/
http://www.jweekly.com/page/contact/
http://www.jweekly.com/page/about/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/category/20/news-features/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/category/9/columns/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/category/11/opinions-letters/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/category/12/arts/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/category/13/calendar/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/category/14/lifecycles/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/category/15/torah/
http://www.jweekly.com/article/category/16/supplements/
http://www.jweekly.com/page/links/
http://www.jweekly.com/page/candlelighting/
http://www.jweekly.com/archives/
http://www.jweekly.com/page/terms-of-use/
http://www.jweekly.com/page/privacy-policy/
http://www.jweekly.com/

	jweekly.com
	Opposing sides peacefully kick off Year of Civil Discourse | j. the Jewish news weekly of Northern California


	91cnNlJTJGJnZpYT1qZXdpc2hzZgA=: 
	button0: 

	FyLW9mLWNpdmlsLWRpc2NvdXJzZS8A: 
	form1: 
	sa: 
	q: 


	FyLW9mLWNpdmlsLWRpc2NvdXJzZS8A: 
	form46: 
	username: 
	password: 
	auto_login: 1
	submit: 




