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“The natives are getting restless.”


It was hot. It was late. More than 45 minutes late, and late at night, too. Among the 800 or so 
people gathered, you could occasionally hear someone yell “when are they going to start?” 
Actress Sophia Bush was to interview Jammal Levy, Alex Wind, and David Hogg, survivors of 
the shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida.  These 1

courageous young people were in my office, talking to reporters and meeting with the 
Governor and other state officials, and it seemed like their conversations would never end. As 
the point person for this event, I was getting really antsy. 


At the one hour mark — that is one hour after they were to have started — I went downstairs to 
again consult with their security team. And here I should pause for a moment to explicitly state 
how vile and disgusting it is that teenage survivors of a high school shooting needed their own 
armed security detail.


I approached the kindest of them, with whom I had been speaking all night, and said: “The 
natives are getting restless.” 


He turned to look at me in a way I will never forget. “I’m sorry, what did you say?” he said 
softly. 


“It’s been an hour and people are starting to get upset upstairs.” 


He stared at me, his eyes searing my soul, and said “that might be what you meant, but do you 
know how offensive the phrase ‘the natives are getting restless’ is to a Native American?’ I 
thought you were better.” 


My stomach dropped. My heart ached. My face heated up with the shame of my racist remark. 
I couldn’t find enough words to apologize, to take ownership of my mistake and really to 
assuage my own guilt, when he stopped me. “You can’t make this right, but you can learn.”


Know better, do better.


Know better. Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, the rebbe of the Warsaw Ghetto, published 
only one work during his lifetime. Titled “A Student’s Obligation,” he gives advice to those 
seeking to be learn from Torah and Jewish tradition:


“An egotistical…person is one who considers himself completely independent of all others. He 
has formed his own opinions, which, in his estimation, are also completely independent. He is 
certain that he knows…If one of his parents or teachers tries to advise him or guide him, he is 
certain that his understanding is greater than theirs is, and therefore experiences their 
intercessions as the arbitrary commands of tyrants who enjoy imposing their will on others.” 
2

Our egos, our absolute certainties, our inability to look beyond our own experiences are all 
impediments to our knowledge. If we are to understand, if we are to know better, we must first 
step far enough outside of our own egos to truly listen and understand those whose 

 You can listen to this October 21, 2018 interview from Temple De Hirsch Sinai here: https://1

townhallseattle.org/event/march-for-our-lives/

 A Student’s Obligation: Advice from the Rebbe of the Warsaw Ghetto by Rabbi Kalonymus 2

Kalman Shapira. Pages 50-51.

https://townhallseattle.org/event/march-for-our-lives/
https://townhallseattle.org/event/march-for-our-lives/
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experiences have been different from our own. Who is wise, Ben Zoma asks? One who learns 
from everyone. 
3

I don’t know the experience of a Native American man navigating a society full of historical and 
modern micro-and-macro aggressions. I don’t know what it is like to be a Black teenager, 
denigrated for the clothes I wear and the music I listen to and even the volume of my voice. I 
don’t know what it is like to identify as a woman and be constantly held back from 
opportunities and promotions and income by a hand invisible to those in power but as clear to 
me as daylight. I don’t know. So I have to listen. And more than listen, I have to allow those 
learnings to permeate, to penetrate my own self-righteousness and evolve my thinking. It’s a 
form of empathy so sorely missing from our radically-individualist society that it is almost 
counter-cultural to cultivate. 


But that’s what’s necessary to do better. Know better. Collect additional information, additional 
knowledge, additional insights. Have the strength to say “I was wrong,” to show that your 
thinking has evolved. It has to evolve. We have to evolve. Who are you listening to right now? 
Do they look like you? Think like you? Reinforce your own ideas or challenge you with 
knowledge and narrative different than your own? 


Know better, do better.


The Talmud recounts a time when the greatest scholars of their day were debating which is 
paramount Jewish value: study or action.  Rabbi Tarfon said: Action is greater. Rabbi Akiva 4

disagreed and argued that study is greater. The other sages present considered and ultimately 
agreed with Rabbi Akiva, putting forward that study is greater…not independently but only 
because earnest study inevitably leads to action.


As modern readers, particularly those who are upset with the state of our world and who want 
to see substantive, systemic change with the urgency of now, the temptation is to point out 
that action remains the focus. If all study does is lead to action and it’s action we need, why 
not bypass the study all together? Yet our tradition teaches that study *is* the first step, 
knowing better, because it not only leads us *to* action, it leads us *through* action.  
5

Following the news cycle with an iota of concern for our fellow human beings causes 
something of an empathetic overload. Local events, national events, international events are 
delivered to our homes and our electronic devices 24/7, bombarding us vivid, gory, distinctive, 
upsetting examples of our societal failures. We become overwhelmed, unfocused, and 
consequently we shuttle from performative action to performative action without the stickiness, 
without the fortitude to sustain the efforts that could bring about lasting change. When we 
jump straight to the unfocused doing, we are being reactionary and allowing others to set our 
agenda. When we begin with — and continue with — study, focusing on deepening our 
knowledge, using our brains along with our hands, that knowledge becomes imbedded within 
us, never allowing us to unsee, to un-know, to stop doing when the news-cycle moves on.


Know better, do better.


Oprah Winfrey tells of a conversation with poet, author, and civil rights activist Maya Angelou in 
which Angelou taught her this very lesson: “You did in your twenties what you knew how to do, 

 Pirkei Avot 4:13

 Babylonian Talmud Kiddushin 40b. https://www.sefaria.org/Kiddushin.40b?lang=bi4

 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/learning-amp-doing/5

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/learning-amp-doing/
https://www.sefaria.org/Kiddushin.40b?lang=bi
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and when you knew better, you did better. You should not be judged for the person that you 
were but for the person that you are trying to be and the woman that you are now.”  This is the 6

Day of Atonement, when we all stand in judgement. I pray that the God of our tradition is as 
merciful as Maya Angelou when she said “You should not be judged for the person that you 
were but for the person that you are trying to be.” Once we have collected additional 
knowledge — knowledge that has pierced our preconceived notions and certainties and 
lodged itself in our hearts such that we can’t not act — we have to act; we have to do better. 


I have shared with you a recent and vivid example of my failings and my racism, to hold myself 
accountable and to make sure you know I am speaking with you, not down at you. Let me ask 
you the same question I am asking myself: in what ways do you need to do better? It is the 
central question of Yom Kippur. To not do better is to perpetrate the status quos of racism, 
sexism, bigotry, violence against our fellow human beings, to allow our communal confessions 
— our al cheits — to be in vain. We *have* to do better. We *can* do better.


He stared at me, his eyes searing my soul, and said “Do you know how offensive the phrase 
‘the natives are getting restless’ is to a Native American?’ I thought you were better.”


I’m trying to be better, and I hope you will, too. 


Know better, do better. 


 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fx447ShQLeE6

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fx447ShQLeE

