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To my mind it all comes down to one very simple and basic 
issue: Do we have respect for the legitimacy of opinions with 
which we disagree? I believe that many of the challenges to har
mony that we face in our community stem from the fact that too 
many of us are not prepared to respond yes to this question. 
And yet, for me, the answer is obvious. It is a truism that our 
tradition has always recognized the simultaneous coexistence 
of a multiplicity of opinions, and it has done so in a variety of 
contexts. On a most obvious level, Rashi and Ibn Ezra may have 
very different interpretations of a pasuk, the Ram ban may be 

very critical of the Rambam in his Perush al ha Torah, and the Mechaber and the 
Rema may have radically different halachic opinions, but it is clear that each opin
ion is valid and legitimate.1 

This diversity exists not only in matters of exegesis and even halachah, but 
abo in the realm of world view or hashkafah within which many of our most bitter 
contemporary cultural battles today are being fought. Most pertinent here is a 
comment of the Netziv in his Torah commentary at the end of parashat Shelach. 
He writes that not everyone's approach to avodat Hashem is similar: one person 
may be exclusively involved in Torah study, another in avodah and another in 
gemilut chasadim, and they are all acting "for the sake of Heaven." And, he contin
ues, within the world of Torah study itself there are different "ways of learning," 
and even in the realm of religious observance, different people have a right to be 
scrupulous about different mitzvot. 

And if a person were to come and ask what is the most correct way that he should 
choose in his studies or about what should he be most punctilious [in his mitzvah ob
servance], it is for this that Kohel et said, "And follow the ways of your heart," that 
is, to what one's heart is attracted. 2 

This passage, in which the Netziv champions a substantial measure of per
sonal autonomy and individual choice in determining the specifics of one's rela
tionship to God, is extraordinary and needs to be reproduced and emblazoned on 
the doors of all our communal institutions and private homes. Its message is clear: 
no one perspective has a monopoly on truth, and alternative approaches are all 
equally legitimate. Genuine harmony and greater tolerance within our Orthodox 
world without compromising one's core beliefs and ideals could be achieved if 
this message were to be successfully delivered. The well-known rabbinic princi
ple of eilu v'eilu divrei Elokim chayim (Enivin 13b), although worn thin by re
peated citation, needs to have moral, not only intellectual, consequences. 

Notes 

1. There is a large-and growing-literature on this subject. See, for example, 
Michael Rosensweig, "Eilu ve-Eilu Divrei Elokim Hayyim: Halakhic Pluralism 
and Theories of Controversy," in Moshe Sokol, ed., Rabbinic Authority and Per
sonal Autonomy (Northvale and London, 199 2), 93-122. 

2. Netziv, Ha'amek Davar on Bamjdbar 15:41. The notion that Jews may have 
different spiritual propensities-all of wruch are legitimate-was an important 
one for the Netziv. See also his Ha'amek Davar on Vayikra 19:2 and Devarim 10:12. 
Rabbi Dr. Jacob J. Schacter is university professor of Jewish history and Jewish thought and 
senior scholar, Center for the Jewish Future, Yeshiva University. 
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Writing in the Jewish Observer twenty years ago, Rabbi Moshe Sherer z"l, the late 
president of Agudath Israel of America, focused on the challenge of Jewish unity 
from an Agudath Israel organizational perspective: 

We must recognize that there exists an inherent tension betv;een, on the one 

W
hile hiking in the fall of 

2008, a member of Temple 

Beth Jacob, a Reform synagogue 

in Newburgh, New York, discov

ered several headstones with He

brew inscriptions on a steep, 

thickly wooded hillside. It turned 

out that the Jewish cemetery, in 

desperate need of repair, be

longed to the Temple. 

The Temple's youth group did 

an initial cleanup in April 2009, 

but it was clear that a fence was 

required. T he only question 

was, where would the money 

come from? 

Several residents of the neigh

boring Satmar community of 

Kiryas Joel, led by Zalmon Wein

stock of Congregation Oitzer 

haChesed, read about the ceme

tery's need for a fence and drove to 

Newburgh to meet with Kenneth 

Packer, chairman of Temple Beth 

Jacob's Cemetery Committee. 

The Kiryas Joel delegation 

raised funds within the Satmar 

community for a gated chain-link 

fence that still allows passersby to 

see into the cemetery. 

Packer and several men from 

Kiryas Joel gathered to say 

Kaddish over the graves and do 

more work cleaning and repairing 

the headstones. 

"Many stones are broken and 

will have to be repaired, at great 

expense," Packer was quoted in a 

news article as saying. "But the 

generosity, kindness and energy of 

the residents of Kiryas Joel have 

been invaluable to us. They've 

forged new ties between our 

two communities." 
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