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SYNOPSIS

Make a Jewish Difference: The Tools of Provocation & Disruption

Leadership often demands that we surface issues others would rather keep under the
carpet. The root of the word leadership, "leit," means to "go forth to the edge." This means
that we must disrupt the comfortable status quo and be willing to provoke the discomfort of
those around us for the sake of some larger purpose. In this unit, we will explore Abraham'’s
use of provocation, and explore its power, dangers, and possibilities. Rabbi Sacks connects
the concept of provocation to the idea of demonstrating anger - doing something shocking,
unexpected, and emotional:

Sometimes it is necessary for a parent, teacher or leader to demonstrate
anger - to look angry even if you aren't. It has a shock effect. When
someone in authority displays anger, the person or group it is directed
against is in danger, and knows it. It is almost like administering an
electric shock, and it is often effective in bringing a person or group to
order. It is, though, a very high-risk strategy. There is a danger it will
provoke an angry response, making the situation worse not better. It is a
weapon to be used only rarely, but sometimes it is the only way.

Rabbi Sacks (Ki Tissa 5778: Anger: Its Uses and Abuses,
Covenant & Conversation 5778)

This unit explores the idea that leadership necessitates that we at times, in pursuit of progress
on the issues we care deeply about, need to make a deliberate choice of what to do and say
that is in contrast with the norms and in service of our ultimate goals. Often, that involves
being unpredictable, challenging people, surprising them, naming what people would rather
stay unnamed, and using provocation as a tool for the sake of advancing the work.

EDUCATIONAL GOALS

Learners will emerge from this session with the following enduring understandings:

e Leadership can be defined as the gap between the current status quo and the desired
future state

e |n order to make progress on bridging that gap, the system,
at times, needs to be shaken up

e | eadership work involves provoking and disturbing the system - often the very people
who are most connected to the work and who do not want to admit to the problem

e | eadership can be defined as “disappointing your own people at a
rate they can tolerate”

e Provocation is a tool - that needs to be learned how to be wielded effectively
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INTRODUCTION

['M VERY 6LAD
TO KNOW You

FRANKLIN..

Provocation is not an end in itself but a method, with a range of specific tools, designed to
create moments that are sufficiently newsworthy for people to pay attention and to give a
new possibility and narrative “a half life". At its simplest, to try something or consider it for a
while...Leadership acts need to calibrate with the group’s tolerance for disturbance. This
diagnostic work we call regulating the heat and pacing the work and often is learned by
trial and error but also can be learned by sharpening diagnostic skills in the same ways
that medical scientists do in drug trials.

Michael Johnstone (Provocation and Disturbance:
Are they necessary for change? Part 2)

If leadership is defined as bridging the gap between the current state and a desired future
state, then part of the work of leadership involves pushing people to see that gap, and to
understand that the current state might be different from how they're imagining it to be.

54 years ago, legendary “Peanuts” creator Charles M. Schulz made history when he
introduced “Franklin," the first black character to appear in his Charlie Brown universe.
He was an immediate hit, and his influence is still resonating today.

On July 31, 1968, a young, black man was reading the newspaper when he saw something
that he had never seen before. With tears in his eyes, he started running and screaming
throughout the house, calling for his mom. He would show his mom, and she would gasp,
seeing something she thought she would never see in her lifetime. Throughout the nation,
there were similar reactions. Jon S. Randal Peace Page



\\\////, masa
£ leadership &
///,\\\\\\\ impact center

||||/

@ OO’u Q“« |f A\ Jewish Federation
w dees @)

of Greater Atlanta

\'l

nnnnnnnnnnnnn

THE RABBI SACKS LEGACY

The opening strip showing Franklin's arrival is simple but poignant. He is seen simply
offering his hand to Linus and saying, “Hi .. 'm Franklin,” to which Linus replies, “I'm very glad
to know you."
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ASK YOUR MOTHER IF YOU CAN
%ﬁmmmm
NIGHT!WE'LL PLAY BASEBALL
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The first three strips featuring Franklm 5 debut in 1968.

Schulz made a provocative intervention in a system that was reeling from the recent
assassination of Martin Luther King on July 1st, 1968. He called out the hypocrisy in
American society and offered them an alternative. He targeted children in the hope that they
would help inform their parents that integration, not segregation, was possible. A
provocative act can often emerge from another provocative act: Schulz created Franklin at
the urging of a teacher who was persistent in writing him letters asking him to introduce a
black character into his strip. Los Angeles based high-school teacher Harriet Glickman
together with her black friend Ken Kelly, a microwave communications engineer from
Sherman Oaks, CA , knew that the classroom scene had to change to showcase what was
possible - the desired future state - for society. Glickman, who had children of her own, was
especially aware of the power of comic strips. “And my feeling at the time was that | realized
that black kids and white kids never saw themselves [depicted] together in the classroom,’
she said.



http://milwaukeetimesnews.com/2018/08/02/arts-entertainment-show-movie-play-theater/franklin-armstrong-how-two-friends-changed-americas-most-beloved-comic-strip-and-broke-barriers-at-the-same-time
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Provocative leadership often generates serious pushbacks. The pushback is often data that
you are on the right track. When one Southern editor said, ‘I dont mind you having a black
character, but please don't show them in school together” Shulz's response was unequivocal:
“We talked about it for a long while on the phone, and | finally sighed and said, “Well, Larry,
let's put it this way: Either you print it just the way | draw it or | quit. How's that?”

Schulz's response is reminiscent of Soren Kierkegard's observation:

“To dare is to lose one’s footing momentarily. Not to dare is to lose oneself.”

Reflection Questions:

1. WWhat is your natural tendency - to be provocative, or to try to be soothing and
maintain calm and composure in a group? If you are brave enough, ask a friend in the
group what their cbservations are of you in this regard.

2. Most people are not provocative because they fear, or are uncomfortable with, the
reactions they may receive. Have you ever been deliberately provocative? How was it
received? What did it feel like? How fearful are you about provoking people you care
about?

3. What is the most provocative thing anyone has ever said to you? How did you
react?

4. Think about your leadership challenge - then think of the most outrageously
provocative thing you can do to bring attention to it, or to surface the gap between
what people say and what people do vis a vis that challenge. Share your idea with the
group. How does it feel to say it and explore it?

5. What is your equivalent image to Franklin in terms of using provocation to get to an
aspired state? Draw it and share it with a friend.
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A Roadmap for Adaptation and Change)

FRAMING

Mild

You appear dangerous to people when you question their values, beliefs, or habits
of a lifetime. You place yourself on the line when you tell people what they need to

hear rather than what they want to hear. Although you may see with clarity and
passion a promising future of progress and gain, people will see with equal

passion the losses you are asking them to sustain. {...} The hope of leadership lies in

the capacity to deliver disturbing news and raise difficult questions in a way that

people can absorb, prodding them to take up the message rather than ignore it or
Rill the messenger.

Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky (Leadership on the Line:
Staying Alive through the Dangers of Leadership)
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Henry Ford is often quoted as saying, “If you always do what you've always done, you'll
always get what you've always got" Leadership involves trying to get somewhere different
from where we've “always got." To do that, we must be creative. We must do things
differently.

People are able to live with themselves because they tell themselves a particular story
about their reality. When we exert leadership, we challenge their comfortable perspectives
and tell another kind of story. Sometimes this implicates them in ways that are shameful and
uncomfortable. People do not appreciate this. Provocation is a kind of Shofar cry to
leadership. Maimonides in Hilchot Teshuvah 3 explains that the purpose of blowing the
Shofar on Rosh Hashana is to awaken us from our day-to-day living, and challenge us to
notice ourselves, the world around us, and the truth of what we see.

It is as if it tells us: Sleepers, arise from your slumber! And those who are dozing,
awake from your lethargy! Review your actions, repent your sins, and remember
your Creator! ...LooR into your souls and improve your ways and your deeds!

Rambam (Laws of Teshuva 3:4)
Michael Johnstone explains it this way:

Provocation on purpose, provides an illustration of the way provocation can be
used as a means to jump over the restraints of the current system in order to
consider new options and to keep people in a zone of productive disturbance and
learning long enough for new ideas to emerge. Somewhere between coaxing,
nudging, cajoling, challenging and the outrageous, there is a sweet spot of creative
dynamism, though each form, as seen, is dependent on the circumstance, the need,
and the group’s tolerance for disturbance.

Michael Johnstone (Provocation and Disturbance:
Are they necessary for change? Part 2)

Leadership involves disturbing people. Blowing a Shofar in their ears! Challenging them to
look at what they don't really want to see, because it reveals a mess, a gap between the
values they claim to espouse and the reality around them. Stepping into leadership means
being willing to hold not only yourself accountable for the discrepancies between who you
strive to be and who you are, but also those around you. Sometimes they cannot see what
you can see, and so your work is to gently, and sometimes less gently, show them the world
through your eyes.
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There was a time when | smoked a pipe. It was the wrong thing to do and |
knew it. There is a mitzvah to take care of your health, and smoking harms
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He tells the following story:
you badly in multiple ways. Yet there is such a thing as addiction, and it

can be very hard to cure even when you are fully aware of how badly you

are injuring yourself and others. For years I tried to give it up, and
repeatedly failed. Then someone | respected greatly became angry with

me. It was a cool anger, but it felt like a slap in the face.
It cured me. The shock was so great that | stopped and never smoked
again. The experience of being on the receiving end of someone’s anger
changed my life. It may even have saved my life.

This was a difficult discovery. When you are a leader, you are often at the

receiving end of people’s anger. You learn to live with it and not let it
depress or deflect you. However, when someone who clearly cares for you,

gets angry with you, not because he or she disagrees with you, but simply

because they see you doing yourself harm, it can change your life in a way
few other things can.

You come to see the point of Maimonides’ distinction as well. Therapeutic
anger, if we can call it that, is done not out of emotion but out of careful,

deliberate judgment that this is what the situation calls for right now. The
person who delivers the shock is not so much feeling anger as showing it.

That is what makes it all the more shocRing.

Rabbi Sacks
(Ki Tissa 5778: Anger: Its Uses and Abuses, Covenant & Conversation 5778)
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HEVRUTA LEARNING & REFLECTION

Find a learning partner, a Hevruta.
Spend 15 minutes reading and discussing each text cluster.

Text Cluster |

Genesis 11:28

77 0773 T2V M0 L1977 KIX 277 71772 72 X011 727, (19,87 NPWK12) 172X 1110 739 %Y 117 N
1173 72 717 R M7 ,1207 Y3 WPK 12 DR M7 YRR 1210 0712R? Wi ,0K? 270 101 11
"Y1 PRW 12 MITT K121 KITT? 702 2102 0K 1171, IR PWnm 12 w02 0K g1, 0R 7w

M2 MRK,NZ0T 7978 XTI A2 RIYY XDOX 10 ROX 1021 7092 929 wann min, ni 127 110n7
MIT 377 XT3 RO7P1A 2071, K72°03 11737 17120 712 ROZI2 2001 D ,iRTR 17 77 XA
NI7YU NDAN KT NOX 737 193 70 7177 0K ,]713 1177 TAY IND 7172 MR 128 RORT 1173 107273
JRITR 217K RIX K 177 M7 PRTR? 271 PRTR 27 T2 i Y2 10K, N?i0T 7370 R Y
790 NN 7R 777 0K 1937120 X012 207 131723 MTT 1270 1717 8 RRTR 217K XX MK T
IR P7BW D TAR WRY K2 772 IR K YT,

"And Haran died in the presence of his father Terach." Rabbi Hiyya said: Terach was a
manufacturer of idols. He once went away somewhere and left Abraham to sell them in his
place. A man came in and wished to buy one."How old are you?* Abraham asked the man.
"Fifty years old," he said. "Woe to such a man, who is fifty years old and would worship a
day old object!" Avraham said. On another occasion a woman came in with a plateful of
flour and requested him, "Take this and offer it to them." So he took a stick and broke them,
and put the stick in the hand of the largest. When his father returned he demanded, "What
have you done to them?" ‘I cannot conceal it from you. A woman came with a plateful of
fine meal and requested me to offer it to them. One claimed, '| must eat first," while another
claimed, ' must eat first' Thereupon, the largest arose, took the stick and broke them." "Why
do you make sport of me? Have they any knowledge?" Terach said. "Should not your ears
hear what your mouth has said?* Avraham said.

10



W%, masa
= £ leadership &
Wy impact center

mm L OMM« daley Q) devish Federtion

ISRAEL JOURNEY THE RABBI SACKS LEGACY

N

Rabbi Sacks (Lessons in Leadership, p. 14-16)

To be a Jew is to be willing to challenge the prevailing consensus wher, as so often
happens, nations slip into worshiping the old gods... Judaism is a sustained critique
of power. That is the conclusion | have reached after a lifetime of studying our
sacred texts. It is about how a nation can be formed on the basis of shared
commitment and collective responsibility.

[(Abraham] was called ha'ivri, “the Hebrew:" because “all the world was on one side
{bever echad| and he was on the other”.Dead fish go with the flow: Live fish swim
against the current. So it is with conscience and courage. 5o it is with the children of
Abraham. They are prepared to challenge the idols of the age.

Rabbi Sacks (A Judaism Engaged with the World, p.21)

Abraham'’s always was the road less traveled The sages say that he was called
ha-Ivri, “the Hebrew;” because "he was on one side (ever echad) while the rest of the
world was on the other” Judaism is a countercultural faith, and Jews have often
been iconoclasts, willing to challenge the idols of the age.

Reflection Questions:
1. What “idol" might need to be destroyed in order for you to make progress on your
leadership challenge? What does this idol represent to you, to others?

2. Was Abraham’s intervention successful? Why or why not? \What was provocative
about what he did? Can you map it on our provocation scale?

3. Abraham had different provocative experiments for the different customers, and
then yet another provocation for his father. What do you make of that?

4. Have you ever challenged/provoked someone you are close to for the sake of a
cause you believe in? What happened? What was it like inside of you? What did you
learn?

11
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Text Cluster Il

Genesis 18:20-33
:TXR 11723 72 DO 712772 77RY1 070 NPyt *i 1KRN

Then God said, “The outrage of Sodom and Gomorrah is so great, and their sin so grave!

YN XP7OXY 772 1 1Y Y28 NN2T ANRYIIn RN KITTTIN

I will go down to see whether they have acted altogether according to the outcry that has
reached Me; if not, | will take note.”

1 787 TRy AT DIERT TR0 1977 DYWINT Dwn 197

The agents went on from there to Sodom, while Abraham remained standing before God.

YYDY 778 MH0N AN R DTN WA

Abraham came forward and said, “Will You sweep away the innocent along with the guilty?

F2V2 WK DTN D (YR B2 NPN'N2) TH0R TN VT TINA DRI DN U 7N

What if there should be fifty innocent within the city; will You then wipe out the place and
not forgive it for the sake of the innocent fifty who are in it?

Ko IR 0BT TP 7PN YWD PrIED MM YYDy IS Iy i 1319 | Ny 7
:VBWN NPy’

Far be it from You to do such a thing, to bring death upon the innocent as well as the guilty,
so that innocent and guilty fare alike. Far be it from You! Shall not the Judge of all the earth
deal justly?"

:072Y3 DIPRITT?2Y IRDI TP TiN2 OR7TY 07T 0703 R¥NR'DN *7 1HK°]
And God answered, “If | find within the city of Sodom fifty innocent ones, | will forgive the
whole place for their sake.”

119X DY *2IK1 *FTRK 12 T7 PRPRIT RITIN PR DR Y7

Abraham spoke up, saying, “Here | venture to speak to my lord, | who am but dust and
ashes:

12
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Genesis 18:20-33

DW RYPX'DR IPTIWR X7 VK" 7piT227 N MPnna n°wnig mgnn Dp s ovwnr [1ion "oR
WM 07YaIR

What if the fifty innocent should lack five? Will You destroy the whole city for want of the
five?" ‘I will not destroy if I find forty-five there."

YN T3 IO K7 IR 37N DY TIRYE? PR AR K 3T T Agh

But he spoke up again, and said, “What if forty should be found there?" “I will not do it, for
the sake of the forty."

:0°WOW OW RINRON AHYX K7 AR DWW oW 1INSR7 "2 172X 7ITRY 7 RIOR 9K5

And he said, ‘Let not my lord be angry if | go on: What if thirty should be found there?" ‘I will
not do it if I find thirty there."

0P\ MAYD NPT K7 AN D7Dy D RS 7K 231X 13T PRI Ry TN

And he said, ‘I venture again to speak to my lord: What if twenty should be found there?"
will not destroy, for the sake of the twenty.”

DY WAYA MPHWR N7 IR MDY DW FIRR? *ZIX DYBITIN MITN 2ITIRD 107 REOK N5

And he said, “Let not my lord be angry if | speak but this last time: What if ten should be
found there?" ‘I will not destroy, for the sake of the ten.”

HnpR? AW DF1ARY BFIAROR 1217 192 WK 1 TN

Having finished speaking to Abraham, God departed; and Abraham returned to his place.

Rabbi Sacks (Faith Lectures: Judaism, Justice and Tragedy, 6 November 2000)

If God had not spoken out loud - that He was going to destroy the cities, that He had
heard of the evil from the cities and it was very grievous, and so on - if He had not
spoken it out loud in the presence of Abraham, Abraham would never have known!
God invites the dialogue. He says it explicitly. “Shall | hide from Abraham that which |
am about to do?" In other words, God knew that Abraham would challenge him. He
invited him to challenge Him.

The key words in Abraham’s challenge to God are tzedek and mishpat. God has given
those to Abraham before Abraham has spoken: Abraham, this is what you are all
about! Tzedek umishpat. And Abraham takes the cue and immediately says to God -
What about the tzedek? What about the mishpat? God teaches Abraham how to
challenge God.

13
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Reflection Questions:

1. What do you make of Abraham'’s tactic in his argument with God? Try to break down
his approach - what do you notice? What is provocative? What is surprising? What is
effective?

2. Rabbi Sacks notes that God wants Abraham to be provocative - that God is
essentially teaching Abraham how to challenge authority, and stand up for justice and
rightecusness. Have you ever had the feeling, even when you were doing something
risky and outside of your comfort zone and normal way of behaving, that your purpose
- your vision, or goal - was worth the discomfort and risk? Or, an experience in which
you wished you had stood up for something you believed in? Share a story with your
partner.

3. The last verse in Chapter 18 is particularly powerful - Abraham “returns to his place’
You can interpret this verse literally, and you can also read it metaphorically -

Abraham had taken on a role - for the purpose of trying to save human lives in Sodom.

That brash way of being - challenging God to God's face! - was not necessarily
Abraham's "place,” not necessarily his natural character. And yet, he played a
provocateur for the sake of what he cared about. Have you ever had the experience of
playing a provocative role? What was it like? How did it feel?

4. What is the "place” you can go back to in order to be yourself? Who and what can
you surround yourself with to recharge and gain the energy to continue pursuing your
leadership work?

14
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INTEGRATION & PRACTICE

Leadership Exercise: Provocative Experiment Chart
Think about your leadership challenge.

How might you try something provocative - how might you play a slightly different role than
you have been playing up until now? What do you want to try? Might you experiment with
trying something from each of these four quadrants ?

Mild Medium
e Tellastory e Ask systemic questions
e Ask question e Use unusual metaphor
e Ask someone to self-reflect e Use psychodrama to illustrate
e Ask people for more than an interpretation e Request trial behavior
e Ask for specification of e Use analogy e.g. medical trials
e ageneral comment e Act as a non-verbal mirror of
e Encourage deeper diagnosis people’'s non-verbals
e Ask how ripe the issue is e Restrain change
e Ask someone to make e Direct people to go slow
assumptions explicit e Prescribe symptom
Hot
e Name default roles e Use paradox
e Remove clarity and structure e Make purposeful mistakes
e Reorder agreed priorities e Be deliberately inattentive
e Make strong interpretations e Refuse to answer a question
e |dentify difference between e Ultilize resistance
values & behavior e Call people's attention to
e GCive hard news and don't protect people irresponsible behavior
Describe ‘elephant in the room'’ e Use powerful image/metaphor
Invite people to consider their actions as to illustrate e.g. 'virus
evidence of their intentions
e Make conflictual interpretations

Michael Johnstone and Maxime Fern (Provocation as Leadership:
A Roadmap for Adaptation and Change)

15
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Closing Circle

How are you feeling about the idea of leadership involving purposeful, intentional
provocation? What is most frightening about it?

TAKE-AWAY EXERCISE

As you continue to try to make progress on your leadership challenge, commit to
experimenting with provocative interventions. Who do you think could best tolerate it in the
system? WWho are you most nervous about provoking? Who can you partner with in your
provocative intervention, so that you are more likely to succeed? Keep a “provocation
Jjournal’ related to your leadership challenge. Think about filling out this chart each time you
make a provocative intervention:

WHAT WHO: PROVOCATION: EFFECT:
Is your purpose? Who are you What did you try? What was the effect
trying to move of your provocation?
Why do you need to on an issue? How much of a
generate provocation? Stretch is it for you? What happened?

How risRy is it for you
visavis the other person?

UNIT LESSON SUMMARY:

Leadership requires provocation. By definition, it asks us to
stand up to the status quo, to rock the boat, to shake things up,
in order to make progress and change.

Being Jewish is about being an lvri - a Hebrew - who has the
courage to take a contrarian stance (lit. on the other side) for
the sake of purpose.

16
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