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"CLOSED MINDS & OPEN HEARTS": 
Tolerance and its Limits 

1. This lecture on tolerance is totally non-political, and yet--may be the most politically 

relevant one I've ever delivered. I have no partisan end in mind, I do not refer at all 
exclusively or even primarily to political controversies that sweep this country with the 
regularity and ferocity of the hurricanes hitting the US East coast during this season. But I 
believe the theme to be germane to the Israeli scene as much as it is to the American and, 

indeed, it was occasioned by the most intolerant act in recent Jewish history, namely, the 
assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin. 

As a result of that traumatic event, I appointed a group of scholars and educators to 
constitute the Commssion on Judaism and Human Values, to study and report on the 
sources in Judaism and all our sacred lietrature on the themes of tolerance, democracy, 
and the ethics of dissent. That commission has been assiduously at work and should 
report to me within the next few months. 

This present lecture=introduction to the theme--in anticipation of what I expect will be a 
far more exhaustive treatment of the subject. This evening's presentation is not a 
systematic treatment, but effort to sketch ideas on role of tolerance in sources of Judaism 

2. First: tolerance is not an absolute. There are things and ideas that are intolerable to any 
decent, civilized person. And therefore, there are examples aplenty of intolerant attitudes 
in Torah: ty 7”9v y”) are good examplesas are N10) INV yA NNN Wy. So is wn 
m9») in most instances. Nor, in contemporary life, should we tolerate in our midst 

rapists, drug-pushers, and muggers. 

3. W.V. Quine (Quiddities pp. 206-210): "delicate balance of tolerance." Thus, 

restraints on terrorism or violence; yet--not excessive, keep regard for due process... 
So with regard to religion, every other subject... 

Helen Keller (1880-1968): "Toleration is the greatest gift of the mind; it requires the 
same effort of the brain that it takes to balance oneself on a bicycle." 

4 Indirect reference to "balance of tolerance": --NWN X71NN INW? YNIND YYIT YN 
PON TT IW D9) WW7--(09-70 = 379 FATA ONIN 9) NTYA-IY WN WAI-II? NNN MIN 1 TP? 

WIT PIT WRI TANI TAN 99 JY INYT 797 YIT1 Id YWII ,19997 WON ,9NI 109" (Mn 

NWN INI ,NIIION TI TTY YN NYT 97 TAN TAN JD IDO NMV YIN OMY NY 

QPIN TYI TAN I" 299 --YPIy FINN HIND) 12 NIV WN Wn PI-ya PYINI NN FP-NP--N"IApN 

YTNNY TAN 22D DW INI 7) PIN IIVV ,NINV WN" :N? 091 /TA-MINIPYN 
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A similar thought is expressed in practical, halakhic terms, in the Talmud (Ber. 58a): 

YD NY ODT YAPAISTAD PAI NY NI ANT ONYT PRY OFFI OIN TWA = WN INW? 1DITIIN ANIAN: WN 

(So, it is G-d who guards secret of Jewish survival--they all are strong-minded yet 

constitute one people. Secret=tolerance...) 

’ 

5. Second, and following from that, is, paradoxically, that tolerance is more meaningful 

the more one is a »N)p! If you have a closed mind and an open heart, i.e., you believe in 

something wholeheartedly and are willing to die for it, and sti// accept that the other 

fellow is permitted to follow his own ideas and live by them--that is tolerance! ...But if 

you are totally "open-minded" (Lionel Trilling: "so open minded your brains fall out"), if 

you're unsure of your own principles, and feel that the other fellow's values are as likely to 

be correct as your own--that's not tolerance, only a lack of principle; & indifference is not 

same as tolerance! (Prof. Dov Rappel). 

Ogden Nash--prides himself on "how tolerant am I" then doubts if his forbearance is 

really tolerance or "a rubber spine." Now, J'm overstating case for purposes of 

emphasis; I hold no brief for truly closed minds, but... 

6. Third, that having been said, it is incumbent upon us to learn the source for tolerance in 

Torah, remembering that the balance between them is a matter of judgment, of 

consultation, and of wx 71192 yy . I offer 3 itmes in evidence: 

7. First: A remarkable example of tolerance even for idolatry: On incident of Rachel and 

Laban--)2X? WY DOAN" 9N} 19m, Zohar 1 164b: NIPYNI NTAy 7MNR INT TA Jy Nd 

NAVY PII .NTN RNYY W7NI NOP NI .9299 79 NdNVI7 NIT NVIyNN ./Y INI MINI 7 

109 NININNT 1d IY QN .MANT 

(While this apparently is a question of filial respect, it goes beyond that and reveals a 

sense of tolerance even for the despised +.) 

8. 2nd: Equally significant in same vein: R. Yaakov Moshe Charlop (0199 9 on N1N))-- 

JQ Mvy? iD) NI NWI WN? : YINI 0D PINI 1NIt 197 WN) INI) NWN IN NYID nrpnaAi 

WAY? NI} OPP? OPIYN Nayin-ny N31): But if Pharoah says OK why worry about handful of | 

Egyptians?? Ans: Onkelos= &)9}79? 1%) N9), i.e., not afraid Egyptian mobs stone them, 

but not want them to wish to stone us because their religious sensibilities 

offended...Remarkable sensitivity!! 

9. 3rd: Halakhic instance of tolerance for individual sinner: Xv N”y...NN TN, : 0" purTp 

(paon :072m) -- NYT NWN WAN Nov ,NV7TPN - 19 YWI1ID9N_ PTS 

this is really halakhic formulation of 7/25 fof prka fa nk pr tar nI>k ayen 
(....299&7 1199 IYN YW PP ADIN W191 YR--111 IWYNI WN PTS pr") :3902W799 N91 »~9/-) 

(2) 10. What is philosophic underpinning of this tolerance?-- nwiTp : ()-ton NNN) NIV 

q/yn1 IY M9t2--D99NI. The idea is later taken up by R.Kook-that nothing can exist 

in the world without the divine spark to sustain it, and that this holds true for ideas as 

well. W-o the kernel of truth, it would collapse into nothingness. So, even fascism has a spark of 

truth--nationalism--though horribly distorted. This makes room for a degree of tolerance...
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(?) 11.Tolerance on communal level:Relations to non-Orthodox. Problem arose end last 
century. Attitude of Netziv clear: mano nvp 1 ayy: nM79) NYTAN MNP pay? (1 AT DYN Ww 
IPN NDNW NNT NTN ?NN TN YY MN OY WR...YPI MINN 917 

_JY AND N72 ANA NI NN Nt 09719 yA NN PNIN? MyN9 09W>) 7 NTVayI 1997 Ey ANN 

12. Much earlier: What posture should one adopt in discussing religious issues with 
someone who does not share our point of view? Maharal: >nan - pop Tiny AdIA ANA INN 
DIN PI ANIPI I NIV INN 07931 .NY9T) AYPNN NANI NyT IN TN IIT OW PNINI NN pR yawn 

Mm NDI INW PO VAT DINDN) IATN ON WIN WI PR INT INIWN 1) ON 0997 ON AN INN WR NNN 

ND)... NTN NWN Sy 17009 NIN NAAT NIV V9 NN OM VW Nt NW ON 9D... TYON 999... IAT NAITNI .NTN W3 

NT NIN TDW ...03 79T2 Y898N1 19 1819 YN WN NI ,I99 17972 ONIN) OY) (DNWNIN) PMY DIIYN 1989 

INDI MAT MINT N77 PR TDII WIP? 19119 NII ONN WR NYTN 99 ANY Nyon ynw7 NaNnN Jy Pnyns 73 

pIIATIA poyd) OMNI IPI NI aN 7 TONNN 

13. The approach of the Maharal leads me to agree with a contemporary Israeli thinker: 
(Prof. Dov Rappel 50»)n) that tolerance is not just a necessary evil, but a value in & 
of itself. It makes freedom of speech and criticism possible; such criticism helps you 
uncover errors/weak points in your own thinking and thus contributes to your welfare. It 
causes each to engage in the kind of self-criticism that can only make it stronger and 
more appealing in the "market place of ideas." 

14. Probably the most eloquent and forceful expression of Torah tolerance--by the Netziv: 
TMD9NI DAW? PIN TX AVN Ny OO POM DOTY PNW 12 WON : (MWNIAZ NNN VAT pnyn) 

POY INI DINIPON) PITS NIN 1 NNVI ONYTI NIW a»MdY NAW 99 NN ITWN ,DIIAW DYN NNdw 239 .ONIIy 

DDDINY J9INA NON ,NINI OP TY 9710 YN NIN AWW? DVAPNw .waN Aw Ty ,OD yaw MyIn 397 ,D»NT ND9wI 
XONT 2VY NIWA NIA YANN 07 AIT D-NY OW NaNw WyN ND NPYA NII OJIN MDINIA 01 Ww WTA 

15. How do we today measure up to such high standards? Let us be honest: despite the 
relatively excellent record Jews have regarding persecution, there is a not insignificant 

tradition of violence in our otherwise pacific history. And this was true even before 
Rabin's murder by a political dissident and nationalist fanatic. And we Orthodox Jews are 

not immune to it! There is a lesson for us in Orthodox community (1.n-11)--intolerant 

16. But the most urgent need for tolerance is in the great divide that threatens Israel 

today--the Diaspora too, but the Medinah even more: the rift between religious and 
secular. Heretofore, we 0N7 bore the burden of our extremists, Jewish fundamentalists. 

Now the embarrassment is shared; now there has grown up a vicious group of secular 

fundamentalists. What is Meretz if not the secular equivalent of Neturei Karta? And in this 

clash of two intolerant, fundamentalist, self-confident groups who agree only on the 

essentials of mutual demonization, on substituting demonstrations for dialogue and 

barricades for brotherliness, the rest of us are in peril of being drawn into this 
radicalization of our people and of falling into the abyss created by such fragmentation. 

7 \yn9--This must not be allowed to happen. 

Before it is too late, the moderates on both sides, the sane ones, the normal ones, must
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meet and create a N))NN Jv 172. Moderates--usually passive observers--must now 

become proactive, and together work out a modus vivendi so that tolerance will replace 
terror as the coin of this realm. This is not only possible--it is absolutely, vitally necessary. 
Moderates--both religious and secular--must together plan for meeting the minimum needs 

of each side in a rational manner, create an 17210 Jv NYQX, a Treaty of Tolerance, that 

will bind the wounds that are draining pus into our national blood-stream. 

You want to know what YU Alumni in Israel can do? Do this: the N1NX Jv 172, and the 

m9110 Sw nyQN. Organize the dormant powers of the deeply committed but moderates on 
both sides and save the integrity of the n»1n and, as a consequence, of 3NWW» 11 9D. 

On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur we described God in 0°»NN 99) as: 
DNDN py 0713 2I0N , TON I¥1) NNW OYNNN 79) 

All believe He preserves Ton and is tolerant, averting His eye from the rebellious 

On principle of imitatio Dei (2771 NII»), that must be our approach as well. 


