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Back in May, Or Atid had the pleasure of hearing Rabbi Mikie Goldstein 

speak about Conservative Judaism, Religious Pluralism, and LGBTQ+ Rights in 

the State of Israel today. Rabbi Goldstein is the first openly gay Masorti 

(Conservative) pulpit rabbi in the State of Israel. On June 24th, just over a month 

after he spoke at Or Atid, I got an email from him with the subject line: “Fire at 

Adat Shalom-Emanuel - update.” This email update shared that on a Saturday 

night, firefighters had been called by a neighbor who saw flames coming from the 

upper floor of the synagogue, where their sanctuary is situated. Shortly after, 

members of their congregation were alerted and a few of them arrived, just as the 

fire had been put out. 

A fire investigator ruled out foul play, and it seemed that the fire had been 

caused by electrical issues. 

Rabbi Goldstein wrote: “Our main challenge right now is to find a suitable 

site for holding services this Shabbat. As usual, we have a Bat Mitzvah this 



Rosh Ha-Shanah 5780 Day Two 2 

Shabbat - and the next. Finding a place is not so easy. Most suitable halls are 

connected somehow to the municipality. Although people wish to help, they feel 

that their hands are tied because we are a Masorti kehillah [that is, a Conservative 

congregation]. Who will allow them to open on Shabbat for us? We are looking 

into various options and hope to be successful by tomorrow evening - especially 

for the Bat Mitzvah family, who are already most anxious about what their simchah 

will look like.” 

The next day, on June 25th, Rabbi Goldstein posted on Facebook, saying: “I 

have no doubt that if our kehillah [our congregation] was situated abroad, 

synagogues and churches would be fighting over who would host us during the 

restoration work. Not quite so in Rehọvot. We have still not been able to close on 

an alternative site. Perhaps we'll succeed tomorrow.” 

I’d like to make sure we all understand the context of Rabbi Goldstein’s 

email and post: in the State of Israel, the government has an official Chief 

Rabbinate, which is made up of Ultra-Orthodox rabbis. This affects many facets of 

life in Israel, from weddings to kosher food certification, and beyond. Rabbi 

Goldstein leads a Conservative synagogue, known in Hebrew as Masorti. Thus the 

government of the town of Rehovot was hesitant to let them use or rent official 

government spaces, because of potential negative reactions from Ultra-Orthodox 
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rabbis in the Chief Rabbinate. I say this not to speak ill of Ultra-Orthodox Jews, 

who embody many admirable Jewish values, such as dedication to Torah study, 

prayer, and cultivating close-knit communities. I am speaking about the failure to 

accept different ways of being Jewish in the State of Israel. This lack of tolerance 

and coexistence threatened to keep Rabbi Goldstein’s community homeless - 

without a space to gather and celebrate a Bat Mitzvah on Shabbat. 

Thankfully, Rabbi Goldstein’s community did secure options for the Bat 

Mitzvah that weekend in June - after a lot of pleading and pressure on the deputy 

mayor of Rehọvot.  

To me, the moral of this story is the dangers of a lack of pluralism. Even as 

the State of Israel is a miraculous opportunity for the Jewish People, and is home to 

half of world Jewry, it is not perfect, and is in dire need of pluralism. On top of 

that, Jewish communal discourse about Israel - both in America and Israel - is in 

need of pluralism. 

Let’s define pluralism. Israeli Reform Rabbi Golan Ben Chorin defines 

religious pluralism as the belief that we can learn from the interaction of different 

truths held by different people. For example, if I hold as true the idea that Jewish 

law evolves and adapts over time, but you hold as true the idea that Jewish law is 

inflexible and unchanging, then we can, through pluralism, learn and grow from 
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the interaction of those truths. Pluralism is the idea that we benefit from having 

different beliefs coexist and dialogue with each other, rather than simply tolerating 

each other in separate siloes.  

Judaism as we know it is built on this idea. The Talmud, which is the 

foundational text that birthed Rabbinic Judaism after the destruction of the Second 

Temple, is a pluralistic document. Each page is full of a diversity of voices and 

opinions on all kinds of questions. The Talmud is, in essence, a multi-volume 

compendium of disagreements and arguments about Jewish law, practice, theology, 

and philosophy. 

In one instance, the Talmud even directly addresses the need for pluralism. 

The story goes as follows: “For three years there was a dispute between the House 

of Shammai and the House of Hillel [on a matter of Jewish law], the former 

asserting, ‘The law is in agreement with our views’ and the latter contending, ‘The 

law is in agreement with our views’. Then a Divine voice emerged and proclaimed: 

‘Eilu ve-eilu divrei Elohim hạyyim : Both these and those are the words of the living 

God.’ However, the law is in accordance with the opinion of the House of Hillel.”  

 The Talmud continues, asking, “if both these and those are the words of the 

living God, why was the House of Hillel privileged to have the law established in 

accordance with their opinion? The reason is that they were agreeable and 
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forbearing, showing restraint when affronted, and when they taught the law they 

would teach both their own statements and the statements of House of Shammai. 

Moreover, when they formulated their teachings and cited a dispute, they would 

teach the statements of the House of Shammai first, before their own statements, in 

deference to the House of Shammai.” (Eruvin 13b)  

The Talmud insists that even a rejected minority opinion is sacred - as the 

teachings of both the school of Hillel and the school of Shammai are holy. And 

even more radically, the Talmud is saying the reason that Hillel’s teachings won 

out was not that they were correct and Shammai was wrong! It was because of the 

school of Hillel’s relational way of being: their equanimity, their humility, and 

their respect for their rivals, manifest in their teaching of Shammai’s opinions 

before their own. 

In a different tractate, the Talmud describes how the rival schools of Hillel 

and Shammai disagreed about important laws regarding marriage and family life, 

but members of each school still married people from the other one, trusting each 

other in the most intimate of relationships. The divergent opinions of Hillel and 

Shammai not only coexisted in separate parallel schools, but evolved together in 

one community of friendships and families. 
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The Talmud declares that the arguments between the schools of Hillel and 

Shammai were the example par excellence of a Jewish value called Mahḷoket 

L’Shem Shamayim - debate for the sake of heaven. The Talmud’s classic example 

of a mahḷoket  that was not L’Shem Shamayim - for the sake of heaven - is the 

Biblical story of when Korah,̣ a Levite cousin of Moses and Aaron, led a rebellion 

against his cousins in his desire for personal political gain, illustrating that debate, 

is not negative in and of itself. Only selfishly motivated conflict is.  

The Rabbis saw engaging in mahḷoket  - debate - as a critical part of 

uncovering truth. That’s practically all the Talmud is! The key, however, is to 

engage in mahḷoket  in a constructive way—one that preserves the relationship. It’s 

not about being right or wrong - a radical concept for most of us given how we 

usually feel in a disagreement. Our personal motivation in mahḷoket  should be not 

to win but to come to the best solution, which means admitting when we are 

wrong, and even acknowledging that both sides might be right. This is a critically 

important idea for cultivating pluralism. 

Let’s apply the ideas of Eilu ve-Eilu - these and those are the words of the 

ever-living God - and Mahḷoket L’Shem Shamayim  to a classic story we read in the 

Torah this morning: the Akeidah, the Binding of Isaac. While ancient and medieval 

rabbis believed that Abraham’s near-sacrifice of his son Isaac was an admirable act 
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of faith, many contemporary rabbis interpret the story as teaching us that Abraham 

failed God’s test in not recognizing that human sacrifice was immoral, seemingly 

destroying his relationship with his son, as they never speak to each other again 

after this episode. Rabbi Rachel Barenblat notes that the story of the Binding of 

Isaac has inspired countless poems, and not a few books of philosophy, as well as 

many midrashim (interpretive stories). In classic midrashim, some rabbis argue that 

Isaac was a boy of sixteen when the incident happened, while others argue he was 

thirty-seven. One midrash says that Isaac actually died, and spent three years in 

Eden being put back together again. Modern midrashim retell the story from 

Sarah's point of view, from Isaac's, even from the point of view of the ram. And as 

the Talmud says: these and those are the words of the ever-living God. Pluralism 

allows for these different understandings of central Jewish stories to coexist, 

interact, and grow in partnership with each other. 

I experienced the power of pluralism when I worked for two summers at the 

pluralistic high school summer program BIMA - the Brandeis Institute for Music 

and Art. At BIMA, I worked with people across the denominational spectrum, 

from Orthodox to Reform, including secular Jews from the former Soviet Union. I 

befriended a rabbinical student named Jonah Rank. He had deep knowledge, 

humor, humility, and dedication to traditions I once considered strange. He 
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inspired me, a Reform college student, to consider applying to JTS, the 

Conservative rabbinical school where I ended up studying and being ordained. I 

also met Rabbi Becky Silverstein at BIMA, who taught the staff - including 

Orthodox men - about LGBTQ inclusion. The pluralistic environment of BIMA 

enabled the high schoolers to engage more in Judaism than they otherwise would 

have, as they explored their own sense of identity, learned from others, and felt 

safe in their personal beliefs, even when those beliefs shifted and evolved. 

Now let’s imagine if we could apply this type of pluralism to discourse 

about the State of Israel in the Jewish community - in both the United States and 

Israel. But pluralism can help us as a grounds for civil discourse about Israel, and 

really, about anything. Nine different political parties were voted into the Knesset, 

the Israeli Parliament, in the Israeli elections just two weeks ago. These nine 

parties have radically diverse opinions across a wide political spectrum and are 

comprised of Jews, Muslims, and others. Why should discourse in the American 

Jewish community be limited to a range of ideas representing just two or even 

three of those parties? Meanwhile, the potential growth or weakening of pluralism 

itself is at stake in Israel at this moment. Those who have been following the 

results of the very close election have noted that Israelis voted for the parties more 

likely to increase religious pluralism by reducing the power of the Ultra-Orthodox 
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Chief Rabbinate. Israelis are slowly but surely voting for increased religious 

pluralism. 

Rabbi Mikie Goldstein of Rehọvot knows well that a lack of pluralism leads 

to reduced religious freedom. And over the past few years, Americans have been 

learning that a lack of social pluralism - a lack of diverse groups coexisting and 

interacting with each other - leads to increased political polarization and the 

breakdown of civil discourse and respectful dialogue. Even if we were okay living 

with the disrespect and incivility of our current political discourse, we would be 

living socially and spiritually impoverished lives, without even realizing it. Our 

need to identify the best ways forward for our society will never be met if we fail 

to realize that the words of our interlocutors are also sacred, when our 

disagreements are for the sake of heaven - for the sake of maintaining relationships 

and seeking the good of all people. 

I would humbly argue that we both in American and large and in the Jewish 

community in particular, we need to live and relate to each other through the frame 

of pluralism. In the American Jewish community, perhaps one of the most toxic 

topics is the State of Israel, the Palestinian People, and the relationships between 

American Jews, Israeli Jews, and Palestinians. If we want to maintain healthy, 

respectful relationships, we must use the frame of pluralism when discussing these 
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topics - otherwise we will either never discuss them, or will break apart into 

isolated, increasingly ideologically narrow camps. That’s why I’m looking forward 

to teaching a curriculum from the Shalom Hartman Institute titled The Tribes of 

Israel: A Shared Homeland for a Divided People. This video lecture series from 

confronts the challenge of creating a Jewish and democratic public space in the 

modern State of Israel—a shared common space for a people divided along “tribal” 

affiliations: religious, ideological, national, and geographic. You can read more 

about this series in the Or Atid Chailights brochure. 

Pluralism requires that we interact with people who are different from us and 

that we learn from the experience. Pluralism, in and of itself, can create - and heal - 

relationships. It can help us build understanding, respect, civility, and trust. And it 

requires us to get close with people who are different from us. As researcher and 

writer on belonging and vulnerability Brene Brown says: People are hard to hate 

close up. 

Each and every community must have boundaries and red lines. Pluralism 

does not require throwing everything we value out the window. Pluralism, in 

balance with integrity and careful reflection, can actually help us be intentional 

about creating clear boundaries while still being kind: through sharing and learning 

about different perspectives, we can think about the range of opinions that our 



Rosh Ha-Shanah 5780 Day Two 11 

community can hold, and we can decide, together, with compassion and wisdom, 

which views are outside of the bounds of the intentional community we want to 

create here. I would invite us to build as open a tent as possible, while honoring our 

commitments to Jewish tradition and the core Jewish values of lovingkindness, 

justice, well-being, and peace. 

This year, may we engage in Mahḷoket L’Shem Shamayim  - debate for the 

sake of heaven - in which we can disagree while maintaining respect and love for 

the other. And may we recognize that eilu ve-eilu divrei Elohim hạyyim  - when 

uttered in good faith and in the pursuit of truth, justice, and lovingkindness, both 

our words and the words of those with whom we disagree are the words of the 

ever-living God.  


