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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 2: 48 - MULTIPLE TRUTHS IN HALACHA - PART 1
OU ISRAEL CENTER - WINTER 2022/23

A] CAN THERE BE MULTIPLE HALACHIC TRUTHS?
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Kohelet discusses the nature of Rabbinic Torah and calls the Chachamim ‘Ba’alei Asafot’ - the masters of the gatherings.
Nevertheless, the Torah was given by ‘One Shepherd’.
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Chazal themselves raise the concern of multiple opinions in halacha. How can a person know what to do when
confronted with conflicting opinions? Their answer is that all of the opinions are really from the same Divine source.
This response seems to address philosophical concerns as to the origin of Torah. Practically speaking, Chazal teach in
Pirkei Avot ‘2775 nwy’ to deal with practical halachic questions.
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The split between the opinions of Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai was sufficiently serious to create a potential schism in the
Jewish people. The crisis was only resolved when a ‘bat kol’ ruled the halacha like Beit Hillel. The bat kol also taught
that “‘elu v’elu divrei Elokim chaim’ - seemingly each opinion comes from God and thus both are correct, although the
reason for the psak following Beit Hillel is apparently not their superiority in analysis but their moral character.
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Tosafot Rid understand that the ability of Beit Hillel to listen properly to the views of their opponents enabled them to
better understand their own positions. This gave them the halachic authenticity which resulted in the halacha being
ruled according to their opinion.

1. The expression ) ©»N DXIYN 1247 VXY YN appears in one other place in the Gemara - Gittin 6b - in the context of the Pilegesh MiGiva. The context there is aggadic, rather
than halachic, and raises the fascinating question as to multiple truths in hashkafa and in relation to ‘historical’ events. We will deal with this be’H in the following shiurim.
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Rabbi Eliezer attempted to bring a proof for his opinion from a Bat Kol and was totally rejected by Rabbi Yehoshua on
the basis that we do not pay any attention to a bat kol. A number of key questions arise from this episode including (a) if
we do not listen to a bat kol why were Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai prepared to listen to one? (b) Why does Rabbi
Eliezer still feel it appropriate to listen to the bat kol? (c) This Gemara does not appear to say that all of the opinions are
right, but rather that there is one truth in Heaven, which seems to contradict the Gemara in Eruvin; (d) How can we
ignore God’s truth?! (e) In what way does God take pride in the fact that we have ‘beaten’ Him?
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Tosafot address the first question and answer that that in the Gemara in Eruvin (above), Beit Hillel was in the majority.
However, in the case in Bava Metzia Rabbi Eliezer was a minority. In fact, Beit Hillel did NOT need a bat kol to support
them since the halacha already follows a majority. The bat kol was in fact needed for Beit Shammai - to inform them
that, even though they were “‘correct’ (at least in the eyes of Heaven), the halacha could not be be ruled like them!
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In the context of the laws of Yibum, the halachic status of certain women and children was strongly disputed by Beit
Hillel and Beit Shammai to the extent that they even disagreed on the mamzer status of certainly individuals.
Nevertheless, the Mishna stresses that they did not avoid marrying into each other’s families.
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Chazal also stress the love and shalom that Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai showed for each other in permitting marriages
between the families.
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However, the Gemara also makes clear that they NEVER permitted a marriage which they held to be halachically
prohibited! Rather, they trusted each other to give information as to who would not be permitted according to the other
party’s position.
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B] PLURALISTIC MODELS OF ELU V'ELU

B1] RITVA - MULTIPLE DIVINE TRUTHS FROM SINAI
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One understanding of the concept of ‘elu v’elu’ is that God gave Moshe on Sinai a full range of opinions, all of which are
Emet - 49 aspects of ‘tahor’ and 49 of ‘tamei’. The halacha fixes onto one of these views in practice but they are all valid
as the word of God - elu v’elu. The Ritva also hints at a deeper kabbalistic explanation, which we will see below.
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Chazal also stress the symbolism of 70 faces’ of Torah which Moshe received at Sinai.
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The Kli Yakar explains that wherever there is a legitimate halachic sevara to rule in a certain direction there is also a
spiritual reality which underpins it. As such, in most cases, an item is not simply ‘tahor’ or ‘tamei’, but has elements of
both tuma and tahara within it. The role of the dayan is to identify the dominant element for this particular psak, which
will require an assessment of ‘emet’, ‘mishpat’ and shalom’. Usually the dominant element will be the ‘majority’ element
but not always. Where a ‘minority’ element is particularly relevant in a specific case, this could be the basis for a
‘hora’at sha’ah’ - a temporary ruling which goes against the regular psak.
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Even within Shamayim, Chazal symbolically identify the potential for different views and halachic machloket between
God and the Heavenly host!

B2] MAHARSHAL - MULTIPLE HUMAN PERSPECTIVES
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The Yam Shel Shlomo gives us an insight into the kabbalistic ideas hinted to in the Ritva above. Every Jewish neshama
was present at Har Sinai and received a unique Torah channelled specifically to them! Thus each Jew has their own
‘derech’ to establish the emet and each derech came from God. Of course, in practical terms, there has to be a uniform
psak to enable society to function and each person will be bound to that ruling. But outside those parameters each will
find their own pathway
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We make a beracha on seeing a multitude of people with a multitude of personal perspectives.

Oild/Young Woman?
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