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RELIGIOUS TRUTH VERSUS SCIENTIFIC TRUTH 

I confess that I had qualms about accepting to speak at BIU. After all, BIU participates in crimes 
against humanity by oppressing the Arabs, and the eminences of the British Association of 
University Teachers have banned Israeli professors, esp from BIU, and whom am I to flout such 
distinguished objective scholars? Nevertheless, as an American whose country came into being 
by thumbing their noses at Britain, I shall suppress my misgivings and agree to appear here this 

evening. NPA ON WAN 1) ODPIYD DPS WV OD WN? >D YIND OY NN INDH I ON) 

The nature of a “religious university” — such as Y.U. or B.1.U.—is such that at bottom it turns on 
the fundamental question of the search for truth, and hence the contest between the religious and 
scientific visions of truth. It is to this theme that I address my remarks. 

J 1. The question of “Rel Truth vs Sci Truth” has a long history in the Western world, esp 
Christianity. Careers were made and broken, indeed lives were enhanced and lost, in the 
bitter polemics on this theme. One need mention only Galileo and Copernicus. 

Kon eA Quer J LN Nabe Yann AM py dnt 

2. If that was a problem for Chty, it was at least as troubling for Jsm which had to contend 
not only with theological problems but also w Hal and its extension into the realm of 

practical life, carrying its theological bias into the empirical realm. | 

3. A list of such problems would include 792 ny>yn, killing an insect on Shabbat, the 
viability of an 8-month fetus, the age of the universe, etc. etc. | shall expand on some of 

these in the course of this lecture. 

4. In addition to these practical halakhic issues, there are as we all know the imposing 
principles of modern science, such as Darwinian evolution which is the unifying theme of 
biology. Without evolution and expansion, modern biology and cosmology make little 

sense.” 

, 5. For us, therefore, unlike Chty, the problem can be quite complicated — but fortunately 
while we experienced much sturm un drang but-hafid suffered no bloodshed, as each side, 
Judaism and the natural sciences, spoke in the name of Truth. For many, these truths 
surely collide and one is forced to make a choice: either Rel Truth or Sci Truth. Indeed, 
there are many on either side of the divide who maintain that their side has a monopoly 
on truth and the other is the realm of the benighted, boors, bloated, and brutish... ~s 

| | After finishing the preparation of this paper, I discovered a source I had long forgotten. It was an article in 
| Masmid, 1948, the Yeshiva University annual undergraduate student publication, on this very theme. I am 

in full agreement with the point of view expressed in that article by a Junior at Yeshiva College, although 
the style could be improved. I am distressed at my failure to remember that article, especially since I was its 

author. 

2 Scientific American, March 2005. 
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 Each side has its extremists who have all the answers but none of the questions. On the 

“Rel Truth Only” side you have the bans on Rabbis Reiman, Kaminetsky, and Slifkin who 
were harassed as their books were banned or condemned to burning. On the “Sci Truth 
Only” you have those whose contempt for religion is surpassed only by their ignorance of 
its most basic and sublime elements. Rabbi Adin Steinsalz relates that some 20 years ago a 
poll was taken of American university professors. On the question, “Do you believe in 
God, and if not, why not?,” most of the professors of science said they believed, whereas 
most of the professors of humanities said they did not. The reason for the latter? — because 

science had proven religious claims to be false! 

6. . For those of us who consider themselves heirs to both traditions, such clear cut answers 
are interesting, even beguiling, but unsatisfactory and unavailable. We are unwilling to 
give up our souls or our minds. How then have we managed this contradiction? T shall 
mention briefly harmonization and then move on to those who go beyond EcOmeIHEHOn 
to a deeper and more philosophical posture. $ 

=—* “ 

7 Often, the efforts at harmonization by means of “reconciliations” referred to above are 
trivial-- apologetics at its worst. Others are quite ingenious, but ultimately, as I shall 
contend, unnecessary. Thus, to take one of the less troublesome problems: the age of the 
universe. Tradition holds that it is now 5,765 yrs old; the cosmologists — between 11.2 

and 20 billion. The reconciliation? The statement of the Midrash (Koh.R. 3:14) that mnw 

JON NN NAD TY JANN Nd NA DANN) Nyy 7912 NPN is often used to “explain” 

the age of the earth according to geologists and others. 

The Maharal of Prague’ finds interesting support in a single letter! Nn AY M1 dw YPN 
JWOD PI AMD) Wd PY NI OTP 02991 ITD WA NI ON) 1279 73T JaNnw Nanny) 
YAY WY) YI OTP PNY 0993 ITD °D ,WI99 NAN 17. NI)..)9I OTIP 091 ITD PAW 17997 119) 

WNT ITD ON AY DI DW _97. ANNI DANN Nw1y 112. (Note that the quoted passage is 
not in the past tense but in the present: He now, at this very moment, is creating and 
destroying worlds —sound scientific doctrine.) 

8. But not all rel predicates or sci dicta can be disposed of quite that simply. Thus, the 
reason given by Talmud (Shab. 12a) that nawa ny» yn is permissible acc to Bet Hillel 
is that certain lower forms of life do not reproduce sexually and therefore killing them is 

not in violation of Shabbat. Here is how the Rambam (N’»9 naw m99N ) formulates the 
Halakha: 92N ,7N) WANA ADIN IN JNK ANNA...) ID pan prd yaw Own : 3" 
PNA OYIIMN WA IW DYIIN AD NI NYPD) WNANY NID9N yai OIA Yd JIMNY DWNT 

Wd pA ,NY vpn. Clearly we have here a confrontation between Hal and Sci. The 
Rambam merely records the halakhic view without explaining its relevance; but one 
cannot blame him, for Louis Pasteur had not yet arrived on the scene. 

9. | believe that the responses of observant Jews basically fall into two categories: 
the halakhic monists and the halakhic dualists. The monists are those who dismiss 
either side of the conflict; they affirm only the Rel and dismiss the Sci vision. 
Their loss of a karger vision is compensated for by greater zeal and sense of 
righteousness. The dualists see value in both sides, but this comes at the price of 

having to resolve the differences between the two “Truths.” 

3 9990 NAN - IN WN 190 
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The halakhic monists reject reconciliations as compromises that are unworthy. One example 
comes from a Hasidic master whom I admire (except in this case), R. Zadok Hakohen of 
Lublin, whose biting criticism presents the case for the halakhic monists:a stand-pat anti- 
rationalistic position defending the total integrity of the traditional views versus “scientific” or 

other alien systems. He cites a Talmudic text (Eruvin 13b) MW 1D WA PYM) PIN NN 
DnYY DWNN) ANDI YW NN AVN. * Instead of deriving from this tale a teaching that there 

are multiple truths but in practice only one may prevail, he concludes that “reason” alone is 
inferior to the received tradition: 

PND TI INN) WAN NIN 72 NANA HYTI NI IAN ...OTND TS? NYIIW NVYNI IY NID 
J2VUN INN NANT NI NANT INN JW) IDWN WN) , NINA IN IDWA NYNA ID) DONYV ID 

For R. Zadok Jsm is a zero-sum-game--it is either rel truth or no truth: Halakha trumps the 150 

putative reasons for declaring the \.w pure. However, one can draw the opposite conclusions, 
and say it does not necessarily deny the validity of the 150 reasons. Practice, Mwy? NIN, 

certainly prevails as halakhic truth, but in many cases a rejected opinion participates in a 
“truth” other than formally decided halakha. In the same text in Eruvin,the Talmud relates that 
NAAN) 72 ANY? 1999 NIN 0999IN 199) 199 NIIN 0WAIN 99ND) WA YIN) DY WIV 
729 199) NNT INI VIN 

Indeed, in the opinion of certain Kabbalists, after m»wn NN»A all decisions will be reversed 

— in favor of Bet Shammai. A multiplicity of truths is therefore not anomalous. 

11. On the other side of the divide are certain Sephardic Maimunists, also monists, who read 
the Jewish narrative metaphorically and thus avoided a frontal clash with philosophy and 
what then was regarded as science. Probably the most prominent and quite radical 
representative of this group was R. Joseph Ibn Kaspi (1280-1340), a Maimonidean 
intellectual who operated in the Aristotelian rationalist tradition and whose intellectual 
biography was brilliantly presented by the late Prof. Isadore Twersky. ° Following 
Maimonides, he considered an unphilosophical religion illegitimate, but going one step 
further than Maimonides he insists on the non-literal reading of the Bible, Ibn Kaspi 

applies the rabbinic dictum 07 »92 PWI3 NN 1727 to mean that not every Biblical 
statement is true in the absolute sense. A religious proposition, if contradicted by a 
scientific or philosophical “truth,” is really a concession to popular ignorance, to the 
vulgarities of the masses. This means that religious statements need not be taken literally 
— or seriously, unless they are reinterpreted in the light of philosophy or science. Hence, 
the accepted understanding of the Jewish religion is so attenuated, that the conflict with 
“science” virtually disappears. Ibn Kaspi was roundly attacked by later scholars, although 
he was by no means alone in insisting on a metahalakhic framework for the Halakha. 

12. A serious problem for the halakhic monists is the question of medicine in the Talmud. 
The monists are all literalists, and this means they must accept at face value the various 

remedies we find in the Talmud. Modern medicine contradicts most of the therapies 
recommended in the Talmud (especially in Shabbat 109b-111a) and considers them 
ineffective or worse. Early on, R. Sherira Gaon, the Toasafot, R. Abraham the son of 

“ yTpn pwd min Sy WN - PTSD ITT WN 90 

° Isadore Twersky, “Joseph Ibn Kaspi: Portrait of a Medieval Jewish Intellectual,” in Studies in 
Medieval Jewish History and Literature (Cambridge, Mass.: 1979) 
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Maimondes, as well as others cautioned against using those remedies and even 
pronounced a ban against those who followed the Talmud’s therapies and prescriptions’. 

13. There is one extremely relevant case where the Halakha conflicts directly with scientific 

knowledge and here the Rambam takes up the issue openly: The Mishna (79 p21n) 

enumerates a number of m9>1v that are not viable and therefore are forbidden as food. 
Rambam comments on the discrepancies between the Halakha and medical knowledge: 

JONI YIN 99 IN PND IN NI YPNY IDV 999 ION M97 Vy =POINI pr--22 v9 D-NY m39N 
JIT 199 YT) 199N) MNNY WON INW? 27 NII WWIY 19990) ONWNAIN N17 dN wow 
IWDPAY TANIA °9I7T2 ANYY 99 DY AN 7997 JAW WAN) WW IN D1 (Y) | NPNI 71910 pRv 7N97N 
SDI WN TDN 9 Sy WNW 09IN NY 7D NIN TI PR J MNNY WAN) pI IYN \Nspawv 

This is an extremely important source for Rel/Sci Truth in area of Halakha: Whether or 
not the Sages expressly declared their halakhic judgments to be based on factual 
evidence, and even if they were mistaken in their scientific opinions, once the halakha 

was proclaimed, it remains impervious to scientific involvement: WN NNN 9 Jy WoNdw 
7)». Clearly, the Rambam emerges as a halakhic dualist who professes both truths 
without fear of contradiction or inconsistency while identifying one of them, the religious 
one, as that which prevails in practice. There is a Rel truth and there is a Sci truth and 
despite their differences they complement each other but do not belie each other.’ 

(TIME) 15. Another interesting source for dualism is the statement by an eminent halakhist, R. 

Aryeh Leib Hakohen (1745-1813) in his Introduction to wn Msp—that Hal Truth need not 

accord w any other “truth.” Thus: 92v 19 WW 7M) OTND IN) NIWA PDNI7 11NN 7) NI TN 
NINA 999 WA NNN)... NN IWNY /OYN WNT IDV NYIIN 999 DVN NN 7 Nd... WN 

VIN IDwWA ONIN 

(TIME) 16. I suggest that a difference of the interpretation of a well known passage of a Mishna 
in NIN 9979 can be traced to the differing views of the halakhic monists and dualists. The Mishna 
reads N2 NDIDT 3 JONI NA JON. The Gaon of Vilna takes that to mean that Torah contains 

everything, every form and branch of wisdom. Meiri, however, on the same text, comments that 
Torah provides its own answers to its own problems. So, Gaon holds there is only one truth, 
whereas Meiri holds there are multiple truths, each in its own realm. 

17. Of the sources I mentioned in support of multiple truth in Jsm, the dualistic, can be traced to a 
well known talmudic gem that clearly supports the idea of halakhic truth versus theoretical truth: 

PNDVN O9IN1 INV WIN 939 NIN NIN Pa JIN YN) NYIIN NN ON yn) 
DN WDP NI ODWAY MDWN 9d WIN 237 DWA OYA INNA NIN .ATINIV) ..9NIDY IV WIN NIN 7 
JD YON WAN TIN YIIN 19 V9NI TAN ANID 9979199 TIN APY) .NIY AI ANN ND 199N ON ONI WN 
OMTDNNI DN NNN WIN INDY 0997 NAN 2099 199N ON ONI WAN) WN .AYINA Yd WN PN? PR 
WON MIP WITIN 12 NID 9D NIN ON ,ONI WANI WN .0997 NANI WNIT PND PN ,17 ON 
D2 AN : NANI DIP NAANNY? MDP ONWN yo NI NIN ON ,ONI W9NI TN... 29999 WITIAN 19ND 
NOT 0)9WI ND OND NPN OWI NI WAN) PIII IY YWIM? 229 TY .017719 993. NWI NIINY WWIN 229 DSN 
0999 NNN 17NA °-yY0 INA NANI 73dV DIP NII pM aw) DWN PR YD 9 AWN AN) ADV 71 219 WAN 
JON) PON NP I WON NNYY NINA NIN PIA NWP PAY ND I WN WIND JN 227 WNIVN .MwNI 
(27Y) NYY 0") 19"): 992.:9DINS) 99 DIN) 

° See R. Yaakov Neuberger, in Mind, Body and Judaism, pp. 34-41 and, in great detail, in 

"opyaua niinwa" ,bvi. Awn 7°73 (Jerusalem: 1995), chap. 5. 

” On Rashba’s attitude on this matter, see David Horowitz, Torah Umadda Journal vol. III, 1991-1992, pp. 

66-67 
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