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The problem of truth is not an easy one. The rabbis teach us that
the world rests on three things: on truth, on justice, and on peace.
Truth must always take into account justice and peace. Not always do
the values of peace, justice, and truth coincide. It is very
difficult to reconcile them. We all know, as the poet Blake so
eloquently stated, "The truth that is told with bad intent beats all
the lies you can invent." Sometimes the truth that is spoken at an
inappropriate time can hurt a person much worse than a lie. Recently
I witnessed an incident which illustrates this. A young lady came to
a party and sat down. Suddenly another person came over to her and
said in a real loud voice, "When did you get out of the mental
hospital?" Of course, it was the truth, but it was said at an
inappropriate time, and it hurt that young lady more than any lie

could have.

According to Kant and to other philosophers, the truth is a
categorical imperative. This means that we should never tell a lie
no matter what. This is not right. Sometimes by telling the truth
we can commit great moral evil. For example, if a righteous gentile,
vho during the Holocaust was shielding a Jew, would answer truthfully
when asked by a Nazi if he was hiding a Jew, he would immediately
condemn himself and the Jew to death. In that instance it would be
definitely moral to lie. However, we cannot normally countenance
lies and distortions of the truth especially when they are meant to
further our own self-interest because this would undermine the very

fabric of society.
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This problem of balancing truth, justice, and peace is very
difficult. We know that if we stress only justice it will make it
impossible to have truth or peace. Terrorist organizations stress
only the justice of their cause. This allows them to justify lying
and the killing of innocent people. Stressing only peace is also
wrong. Those people who only stress peace and who deny the need for
justice or for truth appease aggressors and shout slogans like
"Better red than dead" and justify Communist and Arab excesses. Many
women, too, who are abused by their husbands and even have broken
bones, stress oInly peace. Therefore, they will not go to the police
or even leave their husband. Peace without truth and justice is not

worth having.

In the Torah portion Vayechi we learn how to balance truth, peace,
and justice. After Jacob died Joseph's brothers approached him and
said, "Your father commanded before his death saying, *So you should
say to Joseph, “"Please forgive the sin of your brothers™.'"™ They
told a lie. Jacob never commanded them to come to Joseph and ask for
mercy. They, for the sake of peace, felt they had to tell this lie.
Joseph answered them, "Do not fear. Am I in place of 6-4? You meant
to do bad to me, but G-d meant it for good."™ Joseph continued, “Do
not be afraid. I will continue to support you and your children.™
The brothers, for the sake of peace, twisted the truth a litﬂe, and
Joseph, also for the sake of peace, twisted justice a little. The
brothers knew that if their father would have known what they did to
Joseph he would have had them make this plea. According to the text,
though, we have no proof that Jacob knew that the brothers had sold

Joseph to Egypt. After all, when they brothers confronted Jacob with
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Joseph's coat smeared with blood, they did not say that Joseph was
killed or was sold to Egypt. They said, "Do you recognize the coat
of your son?" Joseph, for all Jacob knew, was attacked by a beast
and found by slave traders who sent him to Egypt. He did not kmow
that the brothers had sold Joseph to Egypt, but the brothers knew
that if their father would have knojwn he would have had them make
this request, because if Joseph feared and respected his father, he
surely would fear and respect his Father in heavel too, and our
Father in heaven does not want us to take vengeance after a person

has repented.

The brothers twisted the truth while Joseph twisted justice when he
said, "Do not fear because am I in place of G-d?" He, in effect,
said, "Since you intended to do evil but it came out good, I am not
going to punish you." Based on this reasoning, the Jews of America
should erect a statue to Tzar Nicholas the Second, that Russian anti-
Semitic. It was his policy of pogroms which caused the Jews from
Russia to flee to America. He adopted a policy which he hoped would
cause a third of the Jews in Russia to flee, a third of them to be
killed, and a third of them to be converted. Without his pogroms we
would never have left Russia, and Hitler would have wiped us out
along with all the rest of the Jews of Kussia a half a century later.
But this is fallacious reasoning. We cannot exculpate people just
because the evil they did eventually has some very good side effects.
After all, the brothers of Joseph sold Joseph into slavery. In the
Bible that is a capital offense. Joseph, for the sake of peace,
stretched the comcept of justice. He telidzie brothers were punished

enough, and they probably were, because when Joseph tells them, "And
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now, do not be afraid, I will feed you and your children," he
reminded the brothers that they were totally dependent upon him, and
one of the worst possible punishments that can come upon a person is
to be dependent totally upon another person’s good will. How fthe
brothers had to quake every time they saw Joseph because he had so
much power over them. There is a humorous saying which says that a
person who marries for money earns every penny. That person is
always afraid that he or she will be found out and chucked out.

Joseph stretched justice in order to preserve peace.

In this same Torah portion we learn how Jacob twisted peace in order
to preserve justice and truth. Jacob, when he blessed his children,
told them straight out what he thought of them. He did not mince
words. He told shimon and Levi that they were vessels of violence.
He said, "Do not let my soul now come into their counsel.”™ They were
too violent for him. He also told Reuben that he was unstable as
vater. He also reminded his other sons of some of their bad
qualities, too. He knew that for the sake of justice and truth, for
the sake of giving the leadership of the Jewish people to Judah he
had to tell the truth even if this risked peace. His children may be
very angry with him now, but they had to know why he gave the

leadership to Judah.

It is in the Torah portion Vayechi, too, that we first have mention
of the necessity of the Jewish people organizing as a community based
on truth, justice, and peace. It is in this portion that we have the
first mention of the tribes of Israel, "All these tribes of Israel

vere twelve". Before this the Jewish people were referred to only as
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individuals (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), but not as tribes. The
Jewish people from now on were a community, a viable community.

Until this time they were only individuals. In order for the Jewish
people to fulfill their mission in the world to be G-d's partner in
creation, we have to have community. We have to have people who will
support each other, help each other, give each other encouragement.
Righteous individuals can do a certain amount but not a lot to change
the world. Our job in the world is to end all moral evil and to
attack physical evil by learning how to conquer diseases, by learning
how to build better homes, by learning to grow more food, etc. We
can only end moral evil if we have a community, and we cannot have a
community unless the values of truth, justice, and peace are

balanced.

We learn this from Abraham. When Abraham prayed for the cities of
Sodom and Gomorrah he said, "If there are 50 righteous people there,
G-d, will You save the cities?"” And G~d said, "Not only will I save
the cities, but I will forgive the cities."” There were 5 cities who
were allied with Sodom and Gomorrah. If there was a righteous minyan
in each one of these cities then G-d said He would not only not
destroy the cities but would forgive the cities, because then you
have the potential to eradicate the evil that is there. A rightecus
minyan can only exist where there is a balance of truth, justice, and
peace. Only such & minyan can fulfill the Jewish mission in the
world which is to help eradicate evil from the world. When Abraham
argued with G-d and said, "What if there are fonly 45 or 40 or 30 or
20 righteous people in these cities?" G-d told him He would not

destroy the cities, but He did not say that He would forgive them.
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He would punish them. Righteous individuals could have a certain
influence, but they could not do the job of reforming Sodom and its
allied cifities unless they were organized in communities which

balanced truth, justice, and peace.

Jacob, before his death, admonished his children to always remember
to form a community and that a Jewish community can only exist if it
balances truth, justice, and peace. This Torah portion teaches us
that we need all three elements if we are to have a just world. We
must always view all problems simultaneously from these three
perspectives. That is also why the rabbis teach us that the world
exists because of the study of Torah, worship, and the doing of deeds
of loving kindness. The study of Torah teaches us how to be just;
vorship teaches us how to be truthful; and the doing of deeds of
loving kindness teaches us how to maintain peace. If a society lacks
any of these elements it will not be able to balance justice, truth,
and peace. Chanukah, too, teaches us the same thing. Tha' Syrian
Greeks prohibited us from studying Torah, worshipping G-d, and doing
deeds of kindness. We had no choice but to revolt. Our communities
were being completely destroyed. Let us hope and pray that all moral
evil will quickly end in the world because we Jevs will coatinue to
teach the world, as the Russian Jews are especially doing today, that
no society can exist unless it is based simultaneously om truth,
justice, and peace.

Rabbi Joseph Radinsky




