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Parshat Nitzavim and its Echoing Message of Mutual Respect 

By Gidi Grinstein 

Parshat Netzavim begins with an awesome moment in human and Jewish history and in 
the leadership journey of Moses. Before the end of his life, Moses seeks to eternalize 
the covenant between the People of Israel and G-d and to ensure the longevity of his 
life’s work beyond the living generation of his time. Therefore, the parsha famously 
begins by summoning all the Israelites (Devarim 29, 9-11) to renew the covenant, 
emphasizing that this reinstatement applies both to “those who are standing here with 
us today and those who are not here with us today.”  (Devarim 29, 13-14). In other 
words, the covenant is established with all future generations of Jews.  

As Lord Rabbi Jonathan Sacks explains in Covenant and Conversation 5772: “The 
covenant bound all Jews from that day to this. As the Talmud says: we are all mushba 
ve-omed me-har Sinai, foresworn from Sinai (Yoma 73b, Nedarim 8a) … Hence one of 
the most fundamental facts about Judaism: Converts excepted, we do not choose to be 
Jews. We are born as Jews…”  

This idea was echoed forward to future generations by the law of matrilineal descent, 
which establishes that a child of a Jewish mother is a Jew, and irrevocably a member of 
the Jewish People. This membership is irrespective of worldview, conduct and even the 
circumstances of the conception. This idea applies even to Jews who are ex-
communicated, reject their Judaism and even turn against G-d and their own people, 
and continues to apply to their descendants along the matrilineal blood line.  

By conferring the covenant on all future generations through birth, Moses endowed the 
Jewish People with one of its most powerful unifying force. The fact that being Jewish 
emanates from the identity of the mother and not from ideological and religious 
consent establishes a society that has no uniformity of outlook. Indeed, Jews have been 
capitalists and communists, religious and secular, urban and rural, in the Diaspora and in 
the Land of Israel, orthodox and reforming, pro-Israel and anti-Israel.  

The capacity to withstand such a diversity of opinions has been essential for the long-
term survival, recurring prosperity and permanent leadership of the Jewish People. In 
order to survive and thrive in an ever-changing world, societies must be able to contend 
with and sort through radical new ideas and experiments without imploding.  

Jews and Jewish society are not exempt from this principle. Our history is a testament 
that today’s mainstream views were once fringe ideas and that many of our currently 



observed halachot and minhagim began as societal innovations. Judaism has even 
embraced key ideas from cultures that were once its adversaries. Even the dominant 
Rabbinical Judaism of the past eighteen centuries began as a set of radical ideas 
introduced by Hillel the Elder in defiance of the Sadducee orthodoxy of his time.  

In fact, I believe that the idea of a covenantal relationship that is inherited by the 
individual through birth forced Judaism to create mechanisms for containing with 
radically different outlooks, balancing between the flexible and the rigid, the 
negotiables and the non-negotiables. Taking this notion to the extreme is the famous 
decree that two diametrically opposed views can be equally sanctified, if they are 
intended to serve G-d, truth and the wellbeing of the community (Eruvin, 13:2).   

The lesson for us, as we prepare for the new year, is simple yet profound: mutual 
respect! Politeness and tolerance are important, but, in this context, mutual respect 
comes from a much deeper place. The Torah and the Sages expect Jews to be united 
because of their legacy and destiny, but do not command us to be uniform in our 
outlooks. In essence, inherent to our culture is the constructive tension among unity, 
diversity and adversity, which is essential for longevity as it has been for the past 
millennia, and perhaps now more than ever before. With that perspective in mind, 
mutual respect should be the litmus test for any legitimate Jewish debate and we should 
hold ourselves to this standard as well.  
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