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There's one word that Rabbi Jeffrey Myers won't say. It's a four-letter word that led to the deadliest anti-
Semitic attack in US history at Myers' place of worship, Tree of Life synagogue, two years ago this last week.  

 
“And it's a word that fuels bigotry today,” Myers said, “from racism to anti-Semitism.” He calls it 

"the ‘H’ word." It’s a word he hasn’t used in nearly two years.1  
 
In response to that attack, Mayor Peduto said, “Let this horrific episode be another mark in the march 

of humanity towards recognizing that we are all one.” 2 And the Tree of Life Massacre instantaneously pulled 
people from around the world together, as one family, we were Stronger Than The ‘H’ Word. Do you 
remember that feeling? I do. I wept and prayed 1,000 miles away for Pittsburgh, this country and the world to 
the point that I went out and bought Stronger Than The ‘H’ Word t-shirts for the entire family.  

 
Here we are two years later and the combination of the Pandemic’s isolation and division from this 

election cycle has us in a very, very, very different place. I don’t know about you, but I feel pretty weak and 
divided. There’s a part of me, quite frankly, that doesn’t really mind that with each increase in COVID numbers 
the likelihood of a big family Thanksgiving decreases.  

 
So, the question for today is what is our response these coming weeks when things are likely to heat up, 

to peak, to… Lord knows what? How can we be Stronger Than the “H” word?  
 
As we look for answers, it makes sense to go back to the beginning, to the book of Genesis and discover 

how our forefathers responded to attacks that were just as unexpected and just as evil as the Tree of Life 
Massacre. 

 
Can you see Joseph’s brothers’ jaws dropping to the ground?  What an incredible, miraculous response 

from a man who had been betrayed by his brothers, tossed into a pit, and then sold into slavery. We might 
expect Joseph to be angry, but he’s not. We would sympathize if Joseph was bitter, but he’s not. We would 
understand if Joseph felt a need to pursue revenge with all the shock and awe of Egyptian military might ... but 
he doesn’t. Joseph could have crushed his brothers for their cruel and vile crimes against him — he had the 
opportunity and the means — but he decided against it.  

 
The approach that Joseph takes is not as ancient, otherworldly and unrealistic as we might first assume. 

During World War II, the Russian philosopher Semyon Frank wrote in his notebook: “In this terrifying war, in 
the inhuman chaos which reigns in the world, the one who first starts to forgive will in the end be 
victorious.” 3 

 
With bombs falling and millions dying, this seemed incredibly idealistic at the time. But in the end his 

words came true. At the close of the war, some members of the Allied camp wanted to pursue revenge against 
Germany. But others remembered how the punitive nature of the Versailles Treaty after the First World War 
had created bitterness, and led to the rise of the Nazi party.  

 
So, instead of pursuing revenge, the Allies worked for reconciliation. The coal and steel industries of 

France and Germany were brought together, and their resources were pooled. A center was established in 
Switzerland to work for European reconciliation. On top of this, a generosity of spirit was at work in the United 
States, and a massive amount of money flowed into Europe through the Marshall Plan. Because the focus was 
on reconciliation instead of revenge, age-old enemies quickly became friends. The one who first starts to 
forgive will, in the end, be victorious.  It’s as true for us today as it was after World War II. It’s as true for us 
today as it was in the time of Joseph. 
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Do you know why God’s ways seems so out of sight and unpredictable to us? It’s simple – because 

God’s ways are not our ways. Time after time we have irrefutable evidence that God’s way is The Way! We see 
it in the story of Joseph, when God takes the evil of the brothers and turns it into good. 

 
We saw it in the aftermath of 9/11 when the Buckingham Palace guard played the ‘Star-Spangled 

Banner,’ We’ve seen it in the aftermath of Tsunamis and Hurricanes when the world responds as one. And we 
see it in Christ’s own personal Tree of Life Massacre — When God took the evil of the crucifixion and 
transformed it into forgiveness, new life and reconciliation. 

 
In times like these, Mr. Rogers always said to look for the helpers. It’s an idea that Philip Yancey 

flushes it out. “Where is the church when it hurts?  If the church is doing its job — binding wounds, 
comforting the grieving, offering food to the hungry — I don’t think people will wonder so much where God 
is when it hurts.  They’ll know where God is: in the presence of (God’s) people on earth.” 4  

 
The Jewish school, Yeshiva University, decided to field a crew team. Unfortunately, they lost race after 

race. They practiced for hours every day, but never managed to come in any better than dead last. 
 
The head of the university finally decided to send Yankel to spy on the Princeton team. So Yankel 

shlepped off to New Jersey and hid in the bullrushes off the Lake Carnegie, from where he carefully watched 
the Princeton team as they practiced. 

 
Yankel finally returned to the University. "I have figured out their secret," he announced. 😉 "They 

have eight guys rowing and only one guy shouting." 5 😉 
 
Friends, I fear that we’re all shouting, when we’re called to Bind up wounds, to Comfort the grieving, to 

Feed the hungry, and to do the hard work of Reconciliation. Let’s show the world that the Love that Unites us is 
stronger than the “H” word that divides us.  

 
AMEN?! 

 
1 https://www.cnn.com/2020/07/18/us/rabbi-myers-pittsburgh-hate/index.html  
2 https://billpeduto.com/2018/10/29/were-stronger-than-hate/  
3 https://www.michaelhenderson.org.uk/node/72  
4 Philip Yancey, Finding God in Unexpected Places 
5 The Jewish Humor List 


