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Passion, Zealotry, Tolerance, and Pluralism 

Rabbi Hanan Schlesinger
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Hagigah, page 3b
And he also took up the text and expounded: “The words of the wise are as goads, and as nails well planted are the words of masters of assemblies, which are given from one Shepherd” (Ecclesiastes chapter 12, verse 11).

….
‘The masters of assemblies’: these are the disciples of the wise, who sit in manifold assemblies and occupy themselves with the Torah, some pronouncing unclean and others pronouncing clean, some prohibiting and others permitting, some disqualifying and others declaring fit.

Should a man say: How in these circumstances shall I learn Torah? Therefore the text says: ‘[All of them] are given from one Shepherd’. One God gave them; one leader uttered them from the mouth of the Lord of all creation, blessed be He; for it is written: ‘And God spoke all these words’ (Exodus chapter 20, verse 1). So you too, make your ear like a funnel and acquire for yourself a perceptive heart to understand the words of those who pronounce unclean and the words of those who pronounce clean, the words of those who prohibit and the words of those who permit, the words of those who disqualify and the words of those who declare fit.
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Avodah Zara, page 19a

“He is like a tree planted beside streams of water” (Psalms 1:3): It was said in the house of study of Rebbi Yanai - It says ‘planted’ and not ‘rooted’. Anyone who learns Torah from [only] one teacher will never be successful [in his studies].

Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Eruvin, page 13b

Rebbi Abba stated in the name of Samuel: For three years there was a dispute between the School of Shammai and School of Hillel, the former asserting, ‘The law is in agreement with our approach’ and the latter contending, ‘The law is in agreement with our approach’. Then the echo of a heavenly voice came forth announcing, ‘Both these and those are the words of the living God, but the law is in agreement with the approach of School of Hillel’. 
Since, however, ‘both these and those are the words of the living God’ what was it that entitled the School of Hillel to have the law fixed in agreement with their approach? Because they were kindly and self effacing, they taught their own approach and that of the School of Shammai as well, and went even so far as to teach the approach of the School of Shammai before their own approach.
Rabbi Mordechai Leiner, Mei haShiloach, volume I, Parshat Yitro, page 80

“I [Anochi אנכי] am the Lord your God”: It does not say I [Ani אני] for had it written I [Ani אני] it would have implied that that the Holy One Blessed be He had revealed all his light completely  and there would be no possibility from that time henceforth to delve deeper and deeper into His words, for all would have been already revealed. But the letter Chaf [כ] teaches that the revelation is not complete, and it is only a shadow and an approximation of the light that the Holy One Blessed be He will reveal in the future. 

To the degree that a man attains greater depth in Torah he realizes that until now he was in darkness. This is hinted at by the existence of day and night: Day – that is that God may He be blessed opens the gates of wisdom for a man, and night – that is that a man should not presume that he has attained completely all there is to know, for all that he has attained is like night compared to the day that is yet to come, and so forever. And therefore all is like night compared to the light that the Holy One blessed be He will reveal in the future.

And this is why we find juxtaposed to this verse “Do not fashion for yourself an idol”… The explanation for the matter is that the word ‘idol’ is something chiseled and cut to exact size exactly as intended, lacking nothing. But there is no such thing except for the Torah of Moshe our teacher peace be upon him, whereas the human mind cannot grasp such a thing with complete perfection … for nothing has been revealed to man in its entirety…
Rabbi Yehudah Leib Alter of Ger, Sefat Emet, Leviticus, chapter 28, verse 12, year 5655 (The Language of Truth, Art Green, pages 205 – 206)

The midrash quotes the verse: “Death and life are in the hands of the tongue” (Proverbs 18:21). It goes on to quote Ben Sira, who told of one who found a glowing ember and blew upon it, lighting up a flame. Then he spat on it and it was extinguished.

This ember is to be found everywhere; it is the spark of Torah which is called fire. The word ember [גחלת gachelet] is numerically equivalent to the word truth [אמת emet]. Truth refers to Torah, by which everything was created. Thus the ember is to be found everywhere, in everything.

The Jew is capable of fulfilling the potential of this spark. Of this it is written: “He blew the breath of life into his nostrils, and man became a living soul” (Genesis 2:7). ‘Living soul’ is rendered by the Aramaic translation as “a speaking spirit”. We have the power in our mouths to awaken the life that lies everywhere. That is why “if you walk in my ways” (Leviticus 26:3) is read as ‘working in Torah’. This means making a real effort to find words of Torah everywhere, to seek out the stamp and imprint of Torah that is found in every place …
Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak haCohen Kook, Arpelei Tohar, 33
And how can man grow towards an appreciation of the greatness of the Divine, such that the understanding of the authentic form of the grandeur of the soul will not be blurred but will rather be expanded through the expansion of the strength of its field of its knowledge? - Through the liberation of its imagination and of the expanse of its thought, through knowledge of the world and of life, through the wealth of the experience of all of existence.  For this it is necessary to study all the wisdoms in the world, all ways of life, all different cultures, along with the ethical systems and religions of all nations and languages, so that, with greatness of soul, one will know how to purify them all. And clearly, the whole foundation of one’s understanding as a Jew will be built upon the foundation of the Torah in its complete and utter expansiveness, and one should always strive that his path will not be contracted and his mindset will not be limited and fragmented... 
Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak haCohen Kook, “The Divine Eye”, Orot haKodesh, III, pages 326 - 327 (The Classics of Western Spirituality – Abraham Isaac Kook, Ben Zion Bokser, pages 236 - 237)

It is an art of great enlightenment to purge anger from the heart entirely, to look at all with an benevolent eye, with compassionate concern, without reservation. It is to emulate the eye of God that focuses only on the good …

It is for people of integrity, who concern themselves with holy pursuits, in truth and uprightness, to refine all concepts that are active in life from their dross, and to establish them on their clearest basis. It is precisely through the refinement of thoughts in which there is an admixture of evil and impurity that there will emerge a great life-renewing light, exceeding in importance the conventional positions …

Whoever reflects on divine ideas in their purity cannot hate or despise any creature or talent in the world, since everything manifests the grandeur and the might of the action of God. At times he may sense a certain strangeness in some aspect of it, that more of the negative is represented in it, that is, an aspect that severs him from the light and life in the source of everything.

It turns out that hostility and disparagement are to be directed not at what is present in any movement or culture, but at what is absent in it. In other words they are to be directed at the fact that these have not yet completed the process of clarification and unfolding of content to a point of being linked with the higher sweep and the penetrating perception of the sublime idea, of the absolute reality of God, in its majestic significance.
Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak haCohen Kook, “A Love for the World”, Orot haKodesh, II, pages 442 - 443 (The Classics of Western Spirituality – Abraham Isaac Kook, Ben Zion Bokser, pages 226 - 228)

Great souls cannot disassociate themselves from the most universal concerns. All they desire and aspire for is the universal good …

When they confront their own people, to whose happiness, continuity, and perfection they feel committed in all the depths of their being, they cannot identify themselves with any particular faction. They desire to unite themselves with the whole people, only with the all-embracing whole, in all its fullness and good.

Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak haCohen Kook, Iggerot Ra'ayah, volume I, letter 134, p. 164

This is a great principle in the war of ideas. Any idea that comes to contradict something in the Torah, the first thing that we must do is not necessarily to refute it, but rather to build the palace of Torah above it. In that way we become elevated, and through that elevation, the ideas reveal themselves, so that afterwards, when we are free of all pressure, we can fight against them with full confidence.
Rav Avraham Yitzchak haCohen Kook, Olat Ra’aya,volume one, page 330

Said Rebbi Elazar in the name of Rebbe Haninah: Torah scholars increase peace in the world, as the verse says – “All your sons shall be learned of God, and of abundant peace are your sons” (Isaiah 54) - don’t read ‘sons’ but rather ‘builders’ (Tractate Brachot 64).

There are those who mistakenly think that world peace will be built through agreement in positions and opinions. Therefore, when they see Torah scholars investigating and delving into the wisdom of the Torah, and through their investigation more and more possibilities are brought up, they think that this is a source of controversy and the opposite of peace. But such is not the case, for it is impossible for true peace to come to the world except through the abundance of peace. The abundance of peace means that all sides and opinions will become evident, and it will become clear how there is room for all of them, each according to its own standing, place, and substance. On the contrary, even matters that appear superfluous or contradictory will become evident when the truth of wisdom in all its facets is revealed. For only through an assemblage of all the parts and all the particulars, all the dissimilar ideas and all the diverse disciplines – only through them will the light of truth and justice shine, as well as knowledge of God, love and awe of Him, and the true light of Torah. That is what is meant by the statement that Torah scholars increase peace, for in that they expand and explain and give birth to new expressions of wisdom from varied perspectives with an abundance of differences, in this they increase peace, as the verse says “All your sons shall be learned of God”, for all will recognize that even the approaches and understandings that appear to be in opposition one to the other, all of them are part of God’s learning, and through each one of them will be revealed a perspective on knowledge of God and the light of His truth … A building is constructed out of different parts, and the truth of the light of the world will be constructed out of the different sides and different opinions. For they are all words of the living God, different modes of service, and guidance, and education, each one taking its place and station. And we must not abandon any talent or ability, but rather we must expand it and find its proper place. When a contradiction appears between ideas, this is how wisdom will be built. One must reflect upon how to find the internal logic of the ideas, which will bring about a reconciliation and an end to the contradiction. The abundance of ideas that results from the differences between people and the different educations they received, that is what enriches wisdom and expands it. Ultimately everything will be established properly and it will be recognized that the complete structure cannot be built except through the confluence of all the influences that appeared to be in conflict. … Therefore this is the blessing of true peace that comes forth out of strength.  God will bless his people with peace, and the blessing of peace that comes with strength is the peace of the unification of all the opposites. But first the opposites must be found, in order that there be someone to labor and something to unite, and then the blessing will become apparent, through the truth of “These and those are the words of the living God”. That is why peace is one of the names of the Holy One, blessed be He, for He is the master of all of the different truths, and He contains them all and combines them all together. Let His great name be blessed throughout the world.

Rav Avraham Yitzchak haCohen Kook, “Concerning the Conflict of Opinions and Beliefs”, Orot, page 130 (The Classics of Western Spirituality – Abraham Isaac Kook, Ben Zion Bokser, page 272)

Every general spiritual intellectual expression carries with it certainty to the degree of its comprehensiveness, and together with its certainty, just as there is no room for doubt, so is there no room for any relativistic pluralism. Comprehensiveness, certainty, and singularity are all tied up one with the other…

In the realm of the spirit, idolatry was tolerant, while the belief in the unity of God is zealous, being comprehensive and not fragmentary, certain and not beset by doubt, it is singular and not relativistically pluralistic. 

Comprehensive expressions are not tolerant according to the superficial conception of tolerance, however within their very zealousness is to be found the essential basis of tolerance. The wrong kind of tolerance, which weakens life, is a result of spiritual intellectual expressions that are not watered by the dew of comprehensiveness, and the cancerous type of zealousness is a result of a haughty presumptuousness that causes one to regard fragmentary intellectual spiritual expressions as though they stood at the heights of exalted comprehensiveness. But because they are only fragmented expressions they cannot provide life to the spectrum of expressions of the spirit that are outside of their own domain, and in their disdain for alternative understandings that they cannot incorporate within themselves they only shrink the unfolding of life and diminish the manifestations of the spirit and the intellect.

The higher comprehensiveness however, through its breadth and certainty, offers an ideal system in stressing the principle of singularity which brings forth a noble zealousness that engenders grandeur of spirit and removes every weakness of small minded fragmentation, all doubt and all relativistic pluralism. “The Lord alone will lead them, and there is no other god with Him” (Deuteronomy 32:12). And because it is comprehensive – it includes all within it – it cannot by nature exclude anything from its domain; it finds a place for everything. In doing so it only increases our perception of the light in all lifestyles and in all expressions of the spirit. The basic thrust of its kind of tolerance is to find a place for every form of illumination, of life, and of spiritual expression.

It knows that there is a spark of light in everything and that the divine spark of light shines in all the various belief systems, as so many different pedagogics for the culture of humanity, to improve the spiritual and material existence, the present and the future of the individual and of society. 

But they exist on different levels. Just as there is only one force of germination, and it is manifest in the cedars of Lebanon as well as in the moss on the wall, except that in the first instance it appears in a rich and more fully developed form and in the second instance in a poor and limited form, so also does the spark of divine light appear in the more advanced belief systems in a form that is rich and exalted, while in the less advanced belief systems  in a form that is muddled, poor and lowly …

Therefore, instead of rejecting every pattern of ideas from which the tiny elements of good have begun to sparkle … - a task which is bound to fail, it is for us to enhance the original light. It is for us to disclose the breadth and the depth, the comprehensiveness and the eternity that is immanent in the light of the faith of Israel. It is for us to clarify how every spark of the good that is manifest in the world stems from its source and is linked with in a natural bond. Then will all the sparks newly made manifest and light add life to the soul of the people mighty in its spiritual vitality, in its divine potency… This type of tolerance is bound to spread so that the human spirit will be able to find the divine spark hidden in everything, and to automatically discard every dross… 
