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The problem of truth is a difficult one, especially in religious

matters. Many people ask, "Rabbi, if you feel you have the truth,

how can you cooperate and discuss things with people who you think

are wrong? If you have the truth, they must be wrong. How can you
even entertain their opinions or cooperate with them? After all,

you are right, and they are wrong. What they are preaching and teaching
is false and misleading.'" The answer to this argument is that truth

is a very difficult thing. One plus one does not always equal two.

One plus one equals two in mathematics but not in biology. One plus
one in biology can equal three, four, or five depending on how many

children you have and, in the case of the sea urchin, it can be 16,000,000.

Truth demands a context. We human beings exist in space’ and time.

We must put our truths in context. They cannot exist as abstractions.
No human being can grasp the whole truth. We do not know what exists
beyond death, and we do not know what happened before the universe
was born. We only can grasp and understand a very small part of

the universe. We do not understand how everything works together.’
Only G-d knows the whole truth. All we can do is grasp part of the
truth. 'When a human being says that he has the truth and others

are wrong, what he means is that he has more of the truth than the
others with whom he disagrees. After all, even lies must have some
sort of truth, the rabbis tell us, otherwise they could not exist

at all.

The rabbis tell us that this is the difference between Sheker, falsehood
in Hebrew, and Emes, truth in Hebrew. In the word Sheker every letter

just has one point which rests on the line. In the word Emes every
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letter has two points which rest on the line, which show that truth
is more encompassing than falsehood. What's more, the rabbis teach
us that in the word Sheker, or falsehood, all its letters are found
grouped together at the end of the alphabet, while in the word Emes,
or truth, its letters encompass all the letters of the alphabet:
aleph is the first letter of the alphabet; mem is the middle letter
of the alphabet; and tof is the last letter of the alphabet. Truth
is the ability to see a problem in its entirety. Sheker is just
viewing part of the problem. A lie is not completely false. It
just is not complete. Many of the discarded theories of science
were not completely false. They just did not take in enough truth.
Newtonian physics is not completely wrong. It is just a special
case of Einsteinian physics. Nobody can grasp»the whole truth.

Each of us can only grasp part of the truth.

We, however, in Judaism say we have more of the truth than other
religions, otherwise we would not persevere, and we Orthodox Jews

say we have more of the truth than Jews of other persuasions, otherwise
we would not struggle so hard to maintain our institutions and our

way of life. The rabbis teach us that the truth is the truth no
matter what its source, that there are certain amounts of truth in
other cultures and philosophies. We say, however, that we have more

of the truth in our religious tradition than others have in theirs.

We also say that if the truths of other religions or philosophies

do not lead to violence, immorality, and unethical behavior, we can
cooperate with them and learn from them. If, however, their truths
lead to unethical and immoral behavior like human sacrifices, licentious

rites, child immolation, we must have nothing to do with them and
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turn our backs completely on them. However, if these other traditions
advocate moral behavior, we can interact and learn from them. After
all, the great Maimonides learmed a lot from Aristotle, and other
rabbis learned from Plato and Kant. Most certainly, we can learn
from other Jews, even from Jews with whom we disagree and whom we

think are wrong.

This point is illustrated time and time again in the Talmud. In

the Talmud there are literally hundreds of disputes between the School
of Hillel and the School of Shamai. In almost every case the decision
is rendered in favor of the School of Hillel. The rabbis ask, why

was it that the decisions were dlmost always rendered in favor of

the School of Hillel instead of the;SEhool of Shamai? The answer

they give is because the School of Hillel studied the opinions of

the School of Shamai, while the School of Shamai did not study the
opinions of the School of Hillel. The School of Hillel knew that

they could only deepen their own understanding of their own positions
by studying the opinions of the School of Shamai. They knew that

in order for them to grasp more of their own truth they had to understand
what the School of Shamai was saying. They were not afraid that

by studying the opinions of the School of Shamai they, themselves,
would be won over to the side of the School of Shamai. In a few
instances, I am sure, this happened, however, in the vast majority

of cases they understood that their own truth was greatly deepened

by studying the opinions of the School of Shamai. The School of
Hillel knew that they had more of the truth than the School of Shamai,
but they knew that by studying what the School of Shamai had to say

they could understand better what they stood for.
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Soon we are to celebrate the holiday of Lag B'Omer. The rabbis tell
us that during the time between Pesach and Shavuos 24,000 students
of Rav Akiva died while serving in the army of Bar Kochba in his
futile revolt against Rome. They ask, why was it that these 24,000
students died? One of the answers they give is because they did

not show respect one to another. They mocked and mimiced each other's
opinions. Each of them thought that only he had the whole truth.
They did not think that they could learn anything from anybody else.
They did not think that they had just more of the truth than anyone
else. They thought that they were the only ones who had any truth.

The senseless hatred that they evoked by this attitude was the cause

for their perishing, the rabbis say.

Throughout Jewish life, many times, people have not been content

to say, "Yes, I have more of the truth than you, but I respect you
because you are trying to arrive at truth. I respect your sincerity

and integrity as a human being even though I think that you are wrong."
Instead, many times people have mocked their opponments, have imputed
unworthy motives to them, and have considered them to be evil people.
This we should never do. Rav Cook, the first Chief Rabbi of Israel,
was the one who said that "just as the second Temple was destroyed
because of senseless hatred, the Jewish people can only be redeemed

by senseless love'. We must love and respect every Jew even if we

believe his ideas are wrong.

In the Torah portion Achare Mos we learn something very similar.
We learn how the Kohen Godol on Yom Kippur had to make atonement

for the Tabernacle, itself, even before he made atonement for himself,
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for his family, and for all of Israel. Why should he have had to

make atonement for the sanctuary even before he had to atone for

the people? The answer, of course, is because many times people
use the truths of our religion insensitively. They forget that only
G-d can know the whole truth. They forget that other philosophies
and cultures can also have truth; not as much as we have but truth
nonetheless, and as long as their teachings do not lead to unethical
and immoral behavior they should be treated with respect. Instead
of love and respect, many times we have heaped ridicule, scorn, and
contempt on people who are sincerely trying to find truth. This

we should never do, and for this we need atonement.

This, too, is the symbolism of the Holy of Holies. Man, by his very
nature, is limited. He cannot know everything. Even on the holiest
day of the year, when the high priest entered the Holy of Holies,

he carried a sensor whose smoke obscured the Holy of Holies. Even

on man's highest level, he can only approach the truth. He cannot
grasp it fully. Yes, we Orthodox Jews should believe we have more
truth than others; however, this should never make us despise others

or treat them with little respect. We can learn from everyone, especially
our fellow Jews. They, too, have some of the truth. Hillel interacted
with Shamai even though he did not agree with him. Hillel's truth

was deepened and enhanced because he did and Jewish tradition was
strengthened. May this happen to us, also. May our own truths be
deepened because we interact with others even those with whom we

disagree.




