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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 2: 49 - MULTIPLE TRUTHS IN HALACHA & MIDRASH - PART 2
OU ISRAEL CENTER - WINTER 2022/23

* In Part 1 we saw some of the foundational sources on the issue of multiple truths in halacha.
* In particular, we looked at a ‘pluralistic model’ that understands that a multiplicity of truths is inherent in the spiritual reality. This
means either that the heavenly world comprises multiple realities which were communicated at Sinai, or that the way in which we
received Torah at Sinai was through a prism of multiple and legitimate understandings.
« This does not of course mean that EVERY understanding is valid, but it does give validity to more than one approach.
« In this ‘pluralistic’ model, the psak halacha is fixed by the halachic process on earth but this psak could shift to any of the other
legitimate multiple truths.

* In this shiur we will address a very different approach to halachic truth - the ‘monistic model’. This asserts that there is ONE
heavenly truth which we try to identify and rule in accordance with. But what if we get it wrong?
* We will also look briefly at the question of multiple truths in midrashic accounts of ‘what happened’ or ‘facts on the ground’. How
can there be more than one truth in such issues?

A] MONISTIC MODELS OF ELU V'ELU

A1] RASHI - ONE TRUTH BUT MANY SCENARIOS
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Rashi appears to say that ‘elu v’elu’ does not mean that BOTH opinions are correct, but that one view is correct in any
given situation. Since there are many different subtle factors that could change the case, it is important that we hear
these different approaches which may apply in different situations.
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Here, Rashi is clearer. It is legitimate to listen to multiple views when they are all ‘leshem shamayim’. But ONLY one of
them will be the correct opinion and we need to identify that.

A2] RAN - PARALLEL TRUTHS IN HEAVEN AND ON EARTH
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The Ran (Rabbeinu Nissim of Geronda, 14C) in his 7th Drasha I
explains that there are two levels of truth - (i) Ultimate Truth as
understood in Shamayim (ii) Truth as understood in this world and
defined by the understanding of the greatest minds of the Jewish
people - a majority of the Sanhedrin. We do not necessarily connect
with the truth in Shamayim but God does not expect that of us. We
define and fix ‘truth’ on earth by majority analysis. ‘These and those’
are ‘true’ in that they are the product of proper scholarly analysis'.
Even though we understand that mitzvot are a spiritual reality with
real consequences for our neshamot, it will not be a problem if we
follow a halachic psak that proves to be ‘incorrect” according to the
heavenly truth. The reward for the mitzva of following the halachic
process will outweigh any negativity that accrues from having done
what turned out to be against the heavenly psak!

Emes in Shamayim
Beis Shammai

Emes in this world

TRUTH LEVEL
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This is the approach of Rav Moshe Feinstein. In his introduction to the Igrot Moshe, he accepts that it is possible that
halachic authorities many not rule in accordance with the “heavenly psak’. But at the end of the day, all that God asks of
us is to achieve the best ‘earthly psak’ that is possible.

A3] CHIDA, TORAH TEMIMA - SOME VIEWS ARE WRONG BUT THEY HELP TO ILLUMINATE AND
CLARIFY THE CORRECT VIEW
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1. Foraninteresting perspective on Elu V'elu see Chapter 2 of a PhD thesis by Rabbi Dr Harvey Belovski p 40 ff - available at http://www.rabbibelovski.co.uk/belovskis-phd
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A4] NETZIV - SOME VIEWS ARE WRONG BUT EACH HAS IMPORTANT HALACHIC INFORMATION TO
IMPART FOR OTHER CASES
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B] HARMONISTIC MODELS OF ELU V'ELU

191 PRV DI (3 NN TIIRY 1D IR INID 7PV 7P KOV TN 2T NIVNY IWONON NININT PYITN Y21 (f0 8.
v L. D29 PYD INT DDAV DXTINN DD - MNON D2 DNON WY - (» parvy) DPN DPION 12T DN NI
MMYNY DN OM (» xnp X22) NN NOX DN PN ... 723 T 35 02 2109 (xxd dvwn) NI MY IY) DN DY MPvn
NONN Y9 1220 NV PPY PRNY ' T NT DX XIN 12 PN DIN DY INYTI XINT NX DN PNNDY MOXD ONY
ND DMONN AT (2 xma x32) IRV D TIAN OWN AT 1N NNNAT DN DNON 2T XIPI TO9Y .T29 ON N8N
oY M2 WNN TIAN OUNT MNTNT THAN OWNT YNDXT WM ... NI TIAT DWNN NIN NHNIT NXIA) DYV
Y WNIN DTN N2 DOWT WD TAN XWYNA D91 MY NPNY VAN N MDINNDY DD MDHINN NN NTN N2
D90 MY NPNY IWAN DY MNIY NIYNNI NINY TIAN DWN YY INNONA 7127 XN 00N YaN .0"197 270 YTId
ATNN NWN2
92T 0 PR NP 990N WITD 1019 12T NNMIAN DD TIAN DWN TOW NN 290 NN LYND NINY NIOX TY NN
S1192Y P9 93199 NOXIN NXIN YNV XINY TN INNOND 1OWI MY ¥ IOXTIAY 1D D) WNN 1019 D> NOY DYIYA
10 NDYD DY 9PN 19 PRY D9 DY ION N NINWDY NDY 1PN DY NINWI TN XYN2 DN D¥INN NV

O MN - NPY DYDY 990

NNV TN DAN ,O0D9N0N D3 MTNNNNN DY DVWN NN YN DY NNIN ,00DWN NI .0MYA MY NN 792> N 9.
NI DDV 1D OY OPN DOPON AT VNI DN’ DY NN Y'Y NI 1920 WX L TARIDPY M0 TIAWY M) didY ¥T D9
. TN DYDY 9120 DO - DD MNON YV NINY ,7'APN DY v

331 'ny Pip AN 290 DY NHRY DY
There is also a ‘“Harmonistic Model’ according to which the multiplicity of truth and reality is only something that
appears from our human perspective. In fact, in the Heavenly and infinite world of God, all of these truths can co-exist
as one truth from God’s perspective.

C] ELU V'ELU IN MIDRASH
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The account of the Pilegesh MiGiva relates that the pilegesh somehow betrayed (‘vatizne”) her husband and was sent
away. But the text does not identify what she did wrong.
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Chazal give two opinions as to the misdeed of the pilegesh against her husband - either there was a fly in his food or a
hair (either in his food or on her body). Eliyahu appears to say that God himself accepts BOTH opinions and, indeed,
repeats them over in the name of the Rabbis who said them! This is also part of the concept of ‘Elu V’Elu Divrei Elokim
Chaim’. The Gemara then seeks to harmonize both views to show how they indeed both could have ‘happened’.

* Are they arguing about a historical event? If so, how can both opinions be correct?

C1] HOW OLD WAS YITZCHAK AT THE AKEIDA?
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Rashi explains, based on Chazal in Seder Olam Rabba, that Yitzchak was 37 at the time of the Akeida.
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Ibn Ezra rejects this position based on a more ‘pshat’ reading of the text. According to him, Yitzchak was around 13,
although Ibn Ezra is prepared to accept the position of Chazal if this was indeed a historical tradition handed down.

C2] WAS NIMROD A TZADIK OR A RASHI
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The Torah describes Nimrod as a ‘mighty hunter before God’.

#9299 DYDY .75 9133 DD 1 ,D1NI 5P BTH B3 PIMN3) MHIIY DD /I ,3D2 HY O ,PINED 525 BYY £P3P 06 vy 15.
DINH TIT £ITI ,DEDD TIT N 0L DD PIND OMH DD PIDIFN NI ML

DY N )N
Ibn Ezra understands that this is a positive statement and that he sacrificed many offerings to God. The fact that his
name implies a rebellion (against God?) is irrelevant since the Torah does not explicitly state this meaning.
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The Ramban accuses Ibn Ezra of going against a rabbinic tradition that Nimrod was wicked?

* Are the Ramban and Ibn Ezra arguing about the historical figure of Nimrod? If so, how can both opinions be correct?
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C3] WHAT SHAPE WAS THE TOP OF THE BEAMS OF THE MISHKAN?
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The Torah states that the wooden beams of the Mishkan were ‘tamim’ (matched?) at the top.
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The book of Yehoshua states that the waters of the Jordon were ‘tamu nichretu’ (completely cut off) when they split.
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Chazal disagree on the shape of the beams of the Mishkan. R. Yehuda learns (based on the verse in Yehoshua) that the
beams were tapered at the top. R. Nechemia learns that they were square at the top and the same width throughout. Can
both opinions be correct? If not, who is ‘right’? Are they arguing about the actual beams of the Mishkan? If not, what
are they arguing about?

C4] HISTORICAL TRUTH AND TEXTUAL TRUTH
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Tosafot Rabbeinu Peretz suggests that, when it comes to historical facts, different opinions do not debate the historical
reality, but rather the meaning of the verses. In historical terms, there was only ONE truth, but in textual terms there can
be many.
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Professor Shaul Lieberman give a similar explanation when addressing differing textual variants in manuscripts. If the
Bavli and the Yerushalmi differ in their wording of a Mishna, there was only one historical text of the Mishna and both of
these variants cannot be correct. But there are two valid TEXTUAL traditions, each of which has to be explained and
interpreted in its own right. To simply ‘correct’ the text of the Mishna in accordance with one of the variants is to blur
and occlude a valid textual truth.
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Rav Hutner has a similar approach. Different opinions in Torah about historical realities are not judged by the accuracy
of how they match that historical reality, which is now hidden (ganuz) from us and impossible to identify. The opinions
have their own validity as Torah Shebe’al Peh.
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