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consists primarily of a beautiful poem recited by Moshe to the Children of Israel. In it, Moshe
on and revelation to times
when the people turned away in rebellion. Before concluding with words of consolation, Moshe refers to the Israelites
Ki dor tahapuchot hema.1 The Talmud alludes to this phrase, which essentially gives a
in tractate Yoma which reflects on the power of names:
Rabbi Meir, Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Yossi were traveling on the road. Rabbi Meir would examine
the name [of their host in order to determine whether he was trustworthy]; Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi
Yossi would not. When they came to a certain place, they asked for and were given lodging. They
[Rabbi
learn from this t
Ki dor in Hebrew)
si
The next day, [Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Yossi
Afterwards, [Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Yossi] would examine names.2
Rabbi Meir may take this to an extreme,
there is a school of thought in linguistics that supports, to some extent, his theory. In the 20 th century, a number of
thinkers argued for what became known as Linguistic Relativity the idea that language influences how we
conceptualize the world. According to this theory, words are so important in helping us categorize and define our
experiences that our perception of reality is influenced by the language we use.3
Because of this extraordinary power of language, it is deeply important that we are intentional in how we describe
I remember when I first
e, are suffering from extreme
poverty. Most of these countries are located in the southern hemisphere hence the name. I was told that the phrase
W
while an
improvement is a misnomer, as many wealthy countries are also developing. I originally thought these distinctions
were silly, that these were simply interchangeable labels that enabled us to discuss the issue of global poverty.
Bending over backwards to be politically correct seemed to be a waste of time.

something can impact how we understand and relate to it
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if the way we describe
then it is actually crucial for us to be mindful of the

Deuteronomy 32:20.
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language we use in our social justice work. Our terminology is not irrelevant; words that affirm hierarchy and
oppression and make value judgments can have a serious impact.
a particular societal problem, but labeling a
person with this term could also be severely harmful. With one phrase, we can reduce a multi-faceted human being
to this single label one that may be very difficult for the person and others to see beyond. The same is true on the
the
language which promotes clearly defined distinctions between those
who need and those who give?
. Nevertheless, it is
important to constantly seek the terms that best allow us to express ourselves while remaining sensitive to the impact
our language may have on others.
This sensitivity can be inferred from Parshat Ha azinu
ber of
derogatory labels for those who change allegiances or are not consistent in their devotion to their cause; instead, he
name, there is room left for the Israelites to define themselves.
The celebration of Rosh Hashanah this week is a time when words through prayer and petitions for forgiveness
from friends and family members have traditionally been the primary mode in which we engage in the process of
repentance. May we remember that amongst all the commandments and responsibilities recorded in Torah, speech
may be the realm in which we can have the greatest impact. Let us commit to being mindful of the language we use
and bringi
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