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Diversity in Torah
a. Rav Kahane (Pesikta De'rav Kahane 12:25) – everyone experienced Hashem differently.
b. K’patish yefotzetz sela – like a hammer shatters a rock (Sanhedrin 34a)
c. 70 faces, Shivim panim l’Torah (bamidbar rabbah 13:15)
d. Aruch Hashulchan – each opinion is a different voice in one choir or a different instrument in
God’s orchestra.
Diversity in halacha
a. Eruvin 13b – Beis Shamai and Beis Hillel disagree and gemora comments eilu v’eilu, these and
those are the words of Hashem.
b. Chagiga 3b – all truths came from one source
i. Ran (derash 3) asks how can it be that Hashem communicated to Moshe wrong or
untruthful opinions?
c. Rejected opinions are in fact false, but nevertheless have value
i. Nesivos – falsehood helps reveal truth
d. Multiplicity of truths –
i. Rashi (kesubos 57a) – no absolute and no false, multiple truths
ii. Ritva (eruvin 13b) – a full range of halachik options was revealed to Moshe and the
Rabbis of each generation arrive at their pesak.
iii. Maharshal (intro to baba kamma) – all souls were present at Sinai and perceived truth
through their filters.
iv. Maharal (be’er ha’golah 19 -20) – things are not black and white and have aspects of
both perspectives as its truth. Not contradictory at all but has aspects of both.
1. See picture from different perspectives
v. Rav Yisroel Salanter – people think and process differently
vi. Ohr Gedalyahu – one truth applies differently to different places and times.
Value of Minority opinion
a. Eilu v’eilu applies in halacha to allow the minority opinion to stick around and can be
resurrected by the majority
i. Mishna edyos 1:5,6
ii. Tos. Shantz
iii. R’ Chaim, brother of the Maharal was critical of the Shulchan Aruch because it didn’t
include significant minority opinions and that is a violation in his mind of eilu v’eilu.
b. Eilu v’eilu recognizes that despite truth need unity
i. We follow Beis Hillel despite validity of minority view because they were more
inclusive and respect diversity
1. Yevamos 13b-14b – they continued to marry one another
ii. Must find balance between the pursuit of truth and diversity of views on one hand and
the need for uniformity, discipline and order on the other.
1. Aruch Ha’Shulchan (intro to choshen mishpat) – must arrive at conclusive
pesak despite eilu v’eilu for unity
Diversity and Unity
a. Rav Yaakov – separate encampments with Mishkan in the middle
b. Netziv – diverse ways of connecting to Hashem but must be back to Hashem.
c. Berachos 27b – Talmidei Chachamim are called ba’alei trissin
i. Rav Kook – shields not swords because defending their position, not knocking
someone else’s
d. Bret Stephens – Leave your Safe Space

1. Pesikta D’ Rav Kehana 12:25

2. Sanhedrin 34a

3. Bamidbar Rabba 13:15

4. Eruvin 13b

5. Chagiga 3b

6. Derashos Ha’Ran #3
1320-1380
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7. Nesivos Ha’Mishpat (Intro)

R’ Yaakov Lorberbaum of Lissa
(1760-1832)

Though halakhic errors are inherently false, they nonetheless serve an important didactic function. Indeed, one cannot
successfully establish halakhic truth without some measure of initial failure. The early stages of halakhic analysis bear
a similarity to a diver who is not yet capable of distinguishing worthless stones from the treasure he wishes to retrieve.
More often than not, he surfaces with the former rather than the latter. However, once he has analyzed his error he
emerges with an enhanced capacity to discern. The very process of failure increases his sensitivity to the nuances that
distinguish precious jewels from stones, enhancing his future prospects for success. When he dives again many of the
worthless stones that were initially responsible for his confusion are no longer present, having already been
discarded. Those that remain are unlikely to generate further confusion inasmuch as the diver has learned to identify
the differences between precious and worthless stones. Thus his initial failure contributes to his ultimate success. As
the Rabbis indicate—if he had not drawn worthless objects, we would not have discovered the valuable item which
they camouflaged. For this entire process there is a heavenly reward

Young woman
Or
Old woman?

8. Rashi (Kesubos 57a)

9. Ritva

R’ Yom Tov b. Avraham Asevilli
1250-1330

10. Yam Shel Shlomo
R’ Shlomo Luria
(1510-1574)

11. Maharal

R’ Yehuda Loew
1512-1609

12. Ohr Yisroel

R’ Yisroel Salanter
1810-1883
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13. Ohr Gedalyahu
R’ Gedalya Schorr
1910-1979
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14. Mishna Eduyos

ןיבּרמה ירבדכ אלּא הכלה. ןיבּרמה ןיבּ דיחיּה ירבדּ ןיריכּזמ המּלו ןידּ תיב הארי םאשׁ, ןיאו ליאוֹה
וילע ְךמסיו דיחיּה ירבדּ תא וּנּמּמ לוֹ, דג היהיּשׁ דע וֹרבח ןידּ תיב ירבדּ לטּבל לוֹכי ןידּ תיבּ ןיאשׁ
ןינמב אֹל לבא ה, המכחב אֹל לבא ןינמבּ, ןינמבוּ המכחב לטּבל לוֹכי וֹניא. מכחב וּנּמּמ לוֹדג היה
וירבדּ, ןינמבוּ המכחב וּנּמּמ לוֹדג היהיּשׁ דע:
And why do we record the words of an individual among the many, when the law is
[according to] the words of the many? Because if the court sees [fit] the words of the
individual, it may rely on them. But a court is not able to nullify the words of a fellow
court unless they are greater in wisdom and number [than the fellow court]. If they
are greater in wisdom but not number, or in number but not in wisdom, they are not
able to nullify its words until they become greater in wisdom and number.
15. Tosafos Shantz

16. R’ Chaim Loew
brother of Maharal

17. Emes L’Yaakov

R’ Yaakov Kamenetsky
(1891-1986)

18. Netziv

R’ Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin
(1816-1893)

19. Berachos 27b

20. Ein Aya

R’ Avraham Yitzchak Kook
1865-1935

For Further Reading:
“Elu Va-Elu Divrei Elokim Hayyim: Halakhic Pluralism and Theories of
Controversy” by Rabbi Michael Rosensweig, Tradition 26:3, 1992
“The Dynamics of Dispute” by Rabbi Zvi Lampert
Eilu V’Eilu, Rav Herschel Schachter, http://www.aishdas.org/articles/rhsEilu.pdf
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Leave Your Safe Spaces: The 2017
Commencement Address at HampdenSydney College
Bret Stephens
ON CAMPUS

MAY 15, 2017

This commencement address was delivered on May 14, 2017, to the graduating seniors of Hampden-Sydney College, an all-men’s school in
southern Virginia.
Members of the class of 2017: congratulations.
Very soon, you will hold in your hands the diploma of a great and storied college. Very soon, you’ll be gone from this gorgeous campus; this
nurturing, stimulating, protective environment — a place that, in a manner of speaking, has been your safe space for these past few years.
So let me ask you: Are you ready — really ready — to leave this safe space?
I’ve been thinking about safe spaces a lot lately. For those of you with the good fortune never to have heard the term, a “safe space” is not,
as you may suppose, a concrete-reinforced room where you can ride out a tornado. It isn’t a bulletproof car, either.
Instead, a “safe space” denotes a place, usually on campus, where like-minded people — often sharing the same race, gender, sexual
orientation or political outlook — can spend time together without having to encounter the expression of any ideas or opinions that they do not
endorse.
Here’s an example. In the fall of 2014 a student at Brown University got wind that her school was going to host a debate between two women,
one a feminist and the other a libertarian, on the subject of campus sexual assault.
The student feared that exposure to such a debate could be “damaging” to people in the audience, some of whom might find their
experiences of sexual assault “invalidated” by what the debaters had to say.
So the student organized a “safe space.” As described by the essayist Judith Shulevitz in The New York Times, the space was a room
“equipped with cookies, coloring books, bubbles, Play-Doh, calming music, pillows, blankets and a video of frolicking puppies, as well as
students and staff members trained to deal with trauma.”
Now that sounds harmless enough. And if such a space offered comfort to the people who used it, so much the better.
But the story of safe spaces doesn’t end there, unfortunately. As Shulevitz noted in her essay, “once you designate some spaces as safe, you
imply that the rest are unsafe. It follows that they should be made safer.”
That’s an important insight. It shows how easily an impulse to shield and protect the vulnerable quickly becomes a desire — and then a
demand — to impose a particular concept of “safety” on others, whether they want it or not.
After all, if a college or university should accept the principle of a “safe space” in a single designated room, why should that same principle
not extend to the classroom, the lecture hall, dormitories, college newspapers, chat rooms, social media and so on?
If we want to accommodate the sensitivities of our fellow students, shouldn’t that accommodation extend not only to what we say around
them, but also to what we say anywhere — or what we allow to be said anywhere?
And if it is not O.K. to say certain things, anywhere, should we even think them? Wouldn’t we be better off if the ideas that can hurt
people’s feelings or trigger their anxieties never even popped into our heads in the first place?
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I’m sorry to say that the process I’m describing — Orwellian though it seems to me, in that it turns supposed victims into moral bullies — is
increasingly becoming a dominating fact of life on colleges and universities across America.
In the name of being “safe,” it is becoming increasingly difficult for campus administrators to guarantee the physical safety of controversial
visiting speakers.
In the name of being “safe,” the job security of professors and administrators has been put at increasing risk — lest they espouse, teach or
merely fail to denounce a point of view that contradicts the political certitudes of the moment.
In the name of being “safe,” students with traditional religious values or conservative political views now feel decidedly unsafe about
expressing their views on campus.
And in the name of being safe, we are gravely jeopardizing the central task of any serious liberal education, which is not — or not merely —
the transmission of knowledge.
It is, rather, the cultivation of a certain kind of spirit: a passion for inquiry; an insistence on asking hard questions and challenging received
wisdom; a reveling in argument; a productive tension between self-confidence and self-doubt; a robust faith in the ultimate attainability of
truth; and a humble acceptance that our understanding of the truth will almost always be something less than complete.
This is what education is, or ought to be, about. This is how we educate young men and women toward the moral and political
responsibilities of democratic self-rule. This is how we lay the conditions for scientific and social progress. This is how we lay sturdy foundations
for a truly civil society. Thomas Jefferson said it best in his first Inaugural Address: “Error of opinion may be tolerated where reason is left free
to combat it.”
Let me repeat that, so that you may commit the words to memory: “Error of opinion may be tolerated where reason is left free to combat
it.” When you can’t speak freely, sooner or later it becomes difficult to think clearly. God did not give you a mouth in order to keep it shut. And
the Constitution does not include a Bill of Rights so that we may refrain from exercising our rights.
This should be a standard for every free society — and for every great college and university.
From everything I have read about Hampden-Sydney, this is the education you have received here. I hope you use it well. But I need to level
with you: You’ll be facing an uphill battle.
Across the country, hundreds of thousands of your peers are also celebrating their commencements, receiving their diplomas, starting out
in the world. But not all of their educations have been liberal in the truest sense of the word.
Instead of being educated to a cultured skepticism, too many have been educated to a fervent certitude. Instead of embracing, or at least
respecting, heterodox or unsettling ideas, they prefer to retreat into settled convictions. Instead of wanting to engage controversial discussions,
they’d just as soon shut them down.
And instead of wanting to emerge at last from the cocoons of their “safe spaces,” they want to extend the domain of those spaces into the
next stages of their lives.
Now, don’t get me wrong: The “they” in those sentences consists, for the most part, of nice, well-intentioned, intelligent, hard-working and
often high-achieving people.
They just happen to know that truth and virtue are on their side. They are convinced that any difference of opinion on matters they hold
dear isn’t simply an error of reasoning but an affront to human decency. They believe they are entitled to denounce the people with whom they
disagree as knavish ignoramuses. And they believe that it is imperative to keep a very safe distance between themselves and the ideas that so
disturb them.
Today, we live in a world that makes it easy to continue inhabiting these safe spaces, above all when it comes to politics, public policy and
ideology.
On social media, you follow, share, “like” and retweet the people you agree with — while you ignore, unfriend, remove or block those you
don’t.
If you’re a conservative news junkie, Fox News is your safe space, even if you’d probably never call it that. You can watch it for days —
indeed, weeks, months and years — on end without ever encountering a persuasively contrary opinion, at least one that isn’t instantly derided as
unworthy of serious consideration. If you’re a liberal, it’s the same story on MSNBC.
When you open the op-ed pages of a newspaper, you’ll turn first to the columnist with whom you already know you’re likely to agree, so that

2 of 3

5/28/17, 2:04 PM

Leave Your Safe Spaces: The 2017 Commencement Address at Hampden-Sydney Col...

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/15/opinion/leave-your-safe-spaces-the-2017-com...

you can see your already-correct opinions repeated and ratified once more. As for the writers with whom you disagree — whether it’s Krugman
or Stephens, Kristof or Krauthammer — you’ve already concluded that they’re idiots or liars, so you’ll either skip over them or read them with
smirking disdain.
And so it goes. We all believe that the system of checks and balances is a good idea for a well-functioning and prudent government. But
where are the checks and balances in our own thinking — the check that whispers, “You could be wrong”; the balance that suggests, “There’s
another way of thinking about it”?
This is what I fear we are at risk of losing in America today. Too many of our schools are producing students who have never learned
properly to engage, understand or accept an alternative point of view. Too many of our citizens want to hear only from the people whose views
they already share, and who will never change their minds about a thing. And too many of our media outlets see no problem in catering
exclusively to these increasingly narrow and illiberal tastes.
We worry a lot these days about political polarization, the unpleasant choices such polarization leaves us with at the ballot box, its effects on
what used to be our common values, our shared sense of nationhood. What we fail to recognize is that this polarization is a result of us getting
exactly what we want — only to rue the consequences.
A month ago, I chose to do my small part in trying to swim against this particular current. After 16 productive and happy years as a
conservative writer with the staunchly conservative editorial page of The Wall Street Journal, I decided to switch teams to the mostly liberal
editorial page of The New York Times.
In case you’re wondering, my opinions are just as conservative, reactionary and antediluvian as they’ve always been. My salary is pretty
much the same. And, no, I wasn’t pushed out of my last job.
But I did have a gnawing sense that it was time to stop talking to my own side, preaching to my own choir. I wanted to write for an audience
that might not be wholly receptive — and might even be openly hostile — to what I have to say.
In short, I thought it was time to leave my own safe space: to take the gamble that I might be able to sway readers not always inclined to
agree with me, and to accept the possibility that they, in turn, might sway me.
Has it been fun? Yes. Has it been rough? A bit. Has it been worth it? Ask me again in a few years. But I’m optimistic.
So here’s my advice to you: Get out of your own safe spaces. Define what your intellectual comfort zone is — and leave it. Enhance your
tolerance for discordant voices. Narrow your criteria for what’s beyond the pale. Read the authors or watch the talking heads with whom you
disagree. Treat those disagreements as a whetting stone to sharpen your own arguments. Resist the temptation to call people names.
By all means master the art of being pugnacious in argument — but as a pugnacious dialogian, not a petulant didact.
Go beyond that. Befriend your intellectual adversaries. Assume that they’re smart, that their motives are honorable and that they are your
fellow travelers in a quest to better understand a common set of challenges. Master the civilized art of agreeable disagreement. Try to remember
that words are not weapons, and that politics is not warfare, and debate is not a death sport. Learn that — in politics no less than in marriage —
it’s a bad idea to go to bed angry with one another. Have an argument, then have a drink, together.
Members of the class of 2017: Do not close your ears to opposing points of view. Otherwise you cannot learn. Do not foreclose the
possibility that you might change your mind. Otherwise you cannot grow. Do not lose sight of the fact that you are not in possession of the whole
and only truth. Otherwise you will fail to notice your mistakes, and so suffer their consequences.
Above all, do not forget that the world would be a duller and darker place if everyone thought as you did, and if all our thoughts were safe
ones, and if there were nothing to bestir our minds, and inflame our senses, and rouse our consciences, and churn the warm but too-placid
waters in which we swim at our own peril.
Safe spaces, physical and intellectual, are for children. You are grown-ups now. If your diplomas mean anything, it’s that it is time you leave
those spaces behind forever.
I invite you to follow me on Twitter (@BretStephensNYT) and Facebook.
Follow The New York Times Opinion section on Facebook and Twitter (@NYTopinion), and sign up for the Opinion Today newsletter.
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