Norman Lamm June 12, 1996

Truth: as Absolute, as Contingent

address at Annua Convention of R.C.A.

A. Introduction.

Theme: TMN as absolute and as contingent. Not a philosophic discourse, but an exercise
in NOPWN via MIVII, concentrating on NYW--y12wn NWI9. And not just homiletics, but
exegesis with eye to very serious contemporary issues.

B. Questions.

1. Q: spies sent to bring back report--and did so. Apparently honest/truthful. So--why
punished? Vindictiveness? Hence: what does NN mean??

2. Q: "pw) Mmr--why doesn't Torah command truth-telling, & only ban lying in an
affirmative commandment (¥”n) as PNIN P 11TN?

3. Q: In Moses' prayer: 1)y Xw1) 790 29 DON TIN N, INI NI2T WKND /N NI NI ITH NI
N NPY XY NP ywa . Cf his propitiatory prayer after 23y Xon which added,
significantly, truth: Ny 7on 27

C. Answers. Truth in Judaism is not always a simple absolute; often it is contingent.
3 versions:

|. When truth-telling has harmful and unnecessary consequences:

In answer to Q#3, Ramban (ad /oc): 0>2»n P NHONX NN NN PO XN ie.,
revealing/invoking truth would be inappropriate--and harmful. NN 77X0 97 D
TR NX DDIO2 MZIZ MNN PR ,IPYN DTPNIN MOIN WV R IT NTIAYD NTNYND NTIAY--S0
too: answer to Q#2.

Yiddish: 12Nt LYW W 9INT NN X PNT LW N IND Y N...

*Indiscriminate blurting out of any impression, even if true, is reprehensible...

*"You're ugly"...SO: nTyom NNy N9 Yy v 7 (Mark Dratch: article in Judaism)

*Story: eulogy for Rosh Yeshiva's wife--that she concealed the truth--never revealed to
her family that she had been suffering from cancer for many years...
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Absence of Truth does not necessarily create a vacuum to be filled w falsehood;
sometimes it is elegant/civilized/sacred
oW 73 on (... NNIN 1D NIWT DISNY) MIT 930 DTN 20 NNT N

Indeed: sinful/immoral when Truth can hurt & when its suppression=harmless
Thus: spies knew G-d wanted »'X, so should not have said YIN12w»N DYN 1y VON

Hence: answer to Q#1...

SO: condemn R. Ginsberg--(press reports): "J life is worth more than gentile" life and
"technically can take liver from Goy for a Jew" ....even if were true!! But especially
since it's not--DWn N19°n/019v »377/02N DIwWn are not prudential but principles,
correctives built into Halakha...thus, part of Halakha itself and equally inviolable...

So, R.Saadia Gaon: 9pwn npNIN P7,MSN INNRN NTIN PN 122 5N ,/NINN DR
and Hasidic interpretation of pnIn 7pw 12 falsehood distances you from G-d!

2. factual vs. contextual truth-telling

Contextuality--focusing on facts alone w-o reference to context=distortion of truth.
Nothing exists in vacuo--all life is interlinked. Hence, Truth & truth-telling must be
viewed and expressed in context

That narrow focus leads to distortion already evident in piquant passage Ny TP Nav:
NI IDIANT YN 1IN RYITN 119 RITNRTIPTITINN : N 12 YWHi? 1170 P27 MY 1NN
APV YIW... DT DINY - IIVOT D03 N GIN - A UON INMIND MIPN KT N 12 yeind
MY RY - RYVIP NIV - RIPW 1P XN NNNR,M2N 132N IPY 07D NN - 1IN

My reading of that text--not only that reason for m>m 1375 is that v - XpOw etc.

but the other way around: nov - N w because ™91 137n--and same for NOWD. ..
Falsehood is maw, truth is nvow x9--a matter of common experience--because v is
tightly bunched together, thus of narrow focus, whereas nnx covers the whole alphabet,
i.e., broader horizons. It is more comprehensive, and therefore avoids the distortion of
narrow focus. Facts must be related to their environment.

Hence, answer to Q#1--spies reported narrowly--what they saw, w-o reference to
mission assigned to them and the will of n”apn which was manifest to them....

Also, in same vein: because interrelatedness is a sophisticated notion, it cannot be
grasped by uneducated, simple-minded people; truth/falsehood depends on whom you
reveal report to! Spies should have reported to Moses who would have put proper
(=truthful) slant on report; Instead, 12>e» ... 9733 ATY 53 5N 1IN SN NWN SN IR 195N
...n7yn 93 9% 177 omx. They reported to a naive, frightened, inexperienced people
incapable of evaluating...Following from this:
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3. truth includes interpretation as well as bare data

Spies' report was factual--but not truthful, because they offered false interpretation:
_.XIN2 2wv»n Mo oyn ty » pax..from which flowed a conclusion that was disastrous:
2PN NIN PN D DYN IR MOYY K91 KD

Source of tragic error?--Two interpretations:

R. Yaakov Moshe Charlop (01 n): Rashi: 1n>nna nnx nsp 11 01N PRY IpY 127 25
1mpa o»pnn Pr--But where is there a lie in their report?

Answer: their words Txn MYT) MNIN2 DY YINT 2WPT NN DYN YD DON seem true
enough, yer Rashi previously (v.18) writes that on 0 ptn PawY 01191 OX--DNY DN O
DN DXWHN , DN DN MY DAY ONY, oNMa Yy pomow--Hence, if they reported o ym
mmya their conclusion should have been now nby, instead....SO: falsehood in
interpretation of facts....

ShaDaL (cited in nbapm anon): difference between 1n> (=to tour) & 1> (=to spy out).
1Y means to look for rest, pleasure; %1% - to search out weaknesses. Moses sent them
"to see" and mnY, but they didn't... Hence, in nbw only find mnb, and only in 027
referred to as o9 n. Thus: they misunderstood or deliberately distorted purpose of
mission. Wrong interpretation.

D. Two Caveats, one at lower end of Truth, one at higher end.

1. At lower end: Despite above emphasis on Truth~ harmful/context/interpretation—
never misrepresent the facts!

a) What philosophers call "theory of correspondence” as definition of Truth must never
be violated. Caution required lest "ideology" dictate interp'n and lead to wholesale
1pw... Do that, and propaganda replaces truth. Interp'n necessary to understand facts,
not to replace them.

b) Thus, when Halakha talks of "pen nnx in mynaw, it means facts first w-o interp'n...

¢) Thus, must take strong exception to recent efforts to turn history into propaganda
and biography into hagiography. Late R. Schwab has proposed the banishing of
history from the understanding of Torah and its replacement with selective story-
telling which will censor anything negative from the Torah's description of the giants
of tradition.
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In his own words:

What ethical purpose is served by preserving a realistic historic picture? Nothing but the
satisfaction of curiosity. We should tell ourselves and our children the good memories of
the good people, their unshakable faith, their staunch defense of tradition, their life of
truth, their impeccable honesty, their boundless charity and their great reverence for
Torah and Torah sages. What is gained by pointing out their inadequacies and their
contradictions? We want to be inspired by their example and learn from their

experience.

Gsee J.J. Schacter's article in recent vol. of Torah Umadda Journal)

There are, to be sure, attempts in 9tn to portray Reuven, David, etc. as less culpable
than appears in text--but, to my knowledge, never a denial of facts related in Torah.
They, e.g., do not deny the event of David and Bathsheba, but interpret that in a new
way. There is exegesis, not censorship. Torah must prevail over all--even over the
"ideology" of Torah...nnx nn means exactly what it says.

Kotzker: you can imitate any nTn--except nnx, because then it's no longer nnx...

I understand motivation of those who fear the literal reading of Torah narratives--want
to protect nnn 72> and thus curb fullness of mox. But I disagree: real piety/n»nx must
be based on mnx. Zohar: nnx N1 7annx 72 nxoapnx MmN, There is no faith without truth!

Of course, this literal "truth" must be taught with delicacy and sensitivity and awesome
respect for the heroes of our tradition--but never must the truth be ignored or refuted.
Just as with humans, Y7125 Nt DX Yw My, so with Torah--its 71> is what its )87 is, and
if Torah says David sinned with Bathsheba, then one can interpret--but not deny the
facts, for that is nn Yw nny1. Torah did not want us to view the oo wyn max as infallible
paragons of absolute virtue, but as the most excellent expressions of ©>pox 0% in human
form--which means high superiority but not total sinlessness--for then they are worthy of
worship but no longer remain role-models capable of emulation.

I have a great fear that if you allow yourself the right to censor Torah and cover up the
facts, no matter how noble your motives, you run the risk of letting "pw getting its nose
under the tent, and the result may be an unconscious drift into distorting the truth for
ideological purposes--and from that to perverting it for organizational ends...

2. At Higher End: Second Caveat--

At highest end of Truth, it has noi relation to facts at all, but is pure n»m~ --thus:
() MR DPYXR; no theory of correspondence/coherence/contextuality applies here

Thus, R. Nachman Bratzlaver: »n > 95 'R Dy9 navw 10y 53 55912 17 w2 pann 27dwnm
NN N NAY NN DY IR NDT 12T
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This is the realm of nymxy nnx--for such truth can be apperceived only via nnx, and
nnn itself is buttressed by the sublime and transcendent nnx.

Indeed, the two words are related etymologically. According to RaDaK (in his 90
o>wawn), the change follows the pattern of nnx--nmx--nnx (as, for instance, n2-ma-11)

When you look at the empirical realm in the light of day, in our quotidian life, you affirm
that truth cannot be divorced from the hard, clear, stubborn facts of experience. It is all
228N NN,

And when you confront yourself in your murky inner world--where commitment strives
with doubt, and affirmation with denial, and where the soul aches for something beyond
itself, something permanent and enduring and holy--there n»nx reaches for the heights of
the purest nnx, spiritual and transcendent, and the rays of mox illuminate the darkness of
the soul and invigorate and revivify nmx.

Indeed, as the Talmud declares:
NN T XYY NY 1YY NINNNI NNNY THINY XN IINN NN NOY D
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