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Introduction  

Making Blessings over  
Reading from the Torah 

The Mishnah mentions blessings before and after the To-

rah reading (Megillah 4:2). As is typical of the Jewish lit-

urgy, no single text was prescribed, but the nussach (for-

mulation) became standardized over time. The final 

blessing reads: 

ר ת  ּתוַרת  ָלנּו  ָנַתן   ֲאשֶׁ   ֱאמֶׁ
נּו  ָנַטע  עוָלם  ְוַחיֵּי   . ְבתוכֵּ

Who gave us torat emet, and 

implanted eternal life within us. 

Being Transparent about What Is and 
What Is Not in the Torah 

The Talmud debates whether the Torah scroll should be 

open or closed when reciting these blessings (b. Megil-

lah 32a). In explaining Rabbi Meir’s position, that the 

scroll should be closed, the Talmud suggests: 

  יאמרו  שלא  כדי 
  כתובין   ברכות
 .בתורה

So that onlookers would not assume 

that the blessings are written in the 

Torah itself. 

This is why the practice is to close the Torah when we say 

the ending blessing, and why the Ashkenazi custom is to 

look away when saying the opening blessing, which is re-

cited over an open Torah scroll (following the position of 

Rabbi Yehudah).[1]  

The emphasis here is on our responsibility to be as trans-

parent as possible about what is or is not in the Torah. 

Just as these blessings are not found in the Torah, so too 

nowhere in the Torah itself do we find the phrase “torat 

emet.” It does, however, appear in various forms in late 

biblical texts. 

 

The Phrase “Torat Emet” in the Bible 

In Malachi — Malachi 2:6 attributes torat emet to the 

levites (see v. 4) or the priests (see v. 7).[2] The referent 

of torah in Malachi 2:6 is uncertain, though it likely re-

fers to an oracular ruling deriving from God, and thus, 

NJPS translates the phrase: 

ת  ּתֹוַרת   ָהְיָתה  ֱאמֶׁ
  ִנְמָצא  ֹלא  ְוַעְוָלה,  ְבִפיהּו

 .ִבְשָפָתיו

Proper rulings were in his 

mouth, and nothing perverse was 

on his lips. 

But for the rabbis (and some suggest that this is 

the peshat as well), torah here refers to the Torah, and 

with this understanding, this phrase became part of the 

blessing that followed the Torah reading. 

In Nehemiah — Nehemiah 9:13 notes that at Sinai, 

God spoke torot emet, “true teachings;” the noun is in 

the plural. 

  ָיַרְדּתָ   ִסיַני   ַהר  ְוַעל
ר ם  ְוַדבֵּ   ִמָשָמִים  ִעָמהֶׁ
ן  ם  ַוִּתּתֵּ   ִמְשָפִטים  ָלהֶׁ

ת  ְותֹורֹות  ְיָשִרים   ֱאמֶׁ
 . טֹוִבים  ֹתּוִמְצו    ֻחִקים

You came down on Mount Sinai 

and spoke to them from heaven; 

You gave them right rules and 

true teachings, good laws and 

commandments. 

In Psalms — Psalm 119 is a long song of praise to torah 

and includes in v. 142 the phrase “your torah is true.” 

ק  ִצְדָקְתָך דֶׁ   ְלעֹוָלם  צֶׁ
ת  ְותֹוָרְתָך  . ֱאמֶׁ

Your righteousness is eternal; 

Your teaching (torah) is true. 

In context, this is probably a reference to legal teachings; 

in the psalm, the word parallels terms for law like חק, 

 ,Nevertheless, for the rabbis [3].משפט  and ,מצוה ,פקודה

Psalm 119 was about the Torah, and this is certainly what 

the rabbis meant in the blessing. 
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The Contemporary Challenge 
of Torat Emet 

Biblical scholarship has deepened our understanding of 

the Torah and at the same time challenges us to consider 

the implications of our declaring the Torah to be emet. 

What is emet and what does it mean to say that the Torah 

is emet? One thing seems certain, despite the myriad is-

sues such scholarship has raised, the Torah is “emet” in 

the sense of “constant,” i.e., it remains Judaism’s foun-

dational text for all denominations and Jews continue to 

be steadfast in their allegiance to it both as a symbol and 

as the source of Jewish wisdom and practice. 

Keeping in mind this apparent conflict between the To-

rah’s centrality and the possible destabilizing nature of 

modern biblical interpretation, TheTorah.com has asked 

a broad group of rabbis and scholars how they under-

stand the phrase torat emet.  

Specifically, we asked them to reflect on one or more of 

the following issues: 

1. Do you believe the Torah is “true”? In what ways? 

2. How do you understand the words torat emet? How 

should Torah be studied to uncover torat emet? 

3. What are the ways you use to reconcile your tradi-

tional beliefs and your modern outlooks? Is there an 

example that you can share? 

We know that each of these issues is complex and de-

serves a much longer response. Nevertheless, we hope 

that the brief essays offered here will give our readers 

some sense of the variety of views in Judaism of what to-

rat emet might mean and will help foster both traditional 

and newer methods of Torah study. 

 

[1] See Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 139:4. 

[2] Midrashic texts all assume it refers to Aaron. 

[3] For more on the psalm, see Shalom Holtz, “Seeking Torah, Seeking 

God: Psalm 119,” TheTorah.com (2013). 
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The Quest for and Definition of Truth  

Treating Torah with More 
Veneration than Secular 

“Truths” 

Prof. Rabbi Marty Lockshin 

or many years, I had the pleasure of team teach-

ing a course at York University with a Catholic 

colleague, an accomplished historian. After one 

of his lectures, a student approached him and told him 

that she felt her Catholic faith was challenged by some of 

the things that he had said. My colleague answered: 

You would let the words of a historian challenge your 

faith? Don’t you know that what I teach is radically dif-

ferent from what historians taught fifty years ago and I 

am certain that fifty years from now historians will teach 

something different from what I now teach? How can 

you let such changing ideas affect your belief in the time-

less teachings of our Church? 

We like to think that what we learn in history classes is 

true or at least as close as possible to truth. But we con-

stantly abandon historical truths and replace them with 

new ones. In other words, we declare ideas to be true and 

then abandon them as time goes on. Accordingly, a dec-

laration that the Torah is “true” is not a strong state-

ment. It is, in fact, insufficient. 

Reinterpreting Torah over Time 

The more crucial question is whether understanding of 

the Torah always stays the same. It would be foolish to 

readjust our reading of the Torah to every change in his-

torical theories and every change in societal values when 

we know that these theories are always changing. But 

then again, it would be benighted and smack of know-

nothingism to hermetically seal our thoughts about To-

rah and ignore modern advances in knowledge. 

When we encounter outdated historical theories, we ap-

propriately reject them, at times with an air of superi-

ority. But our belief that our Torah is true and eternal 

means that when we encounter difficulties, we reinter-

pret Torah instead of rejecting it—it is this ability, in-

deed necessity for biblical interpretation and reinter-

pretation that makes and keeps the Torah true. As 

Rambam wrote in a slightly different context (Mishneh 

Torah, Me’ilah 8:6): 

ראוי לאדם להתבונן  
במשפטי התורה  

הקדושה, ולידע סוף  
עניינם כפי כוחו. ודבר  

שלא ימצא לו טעם,  
אל  -- ולא ידע לו עילה

יהי קל בעיניו... ולא 
תהא מחשבתו בו,  

כמחשבתו בשאר דברי  
 החול.

People should contemplate the 

laws of the holy Torah and under-

stand their ultimate meaning as 

best as they can. And if they can-

not understand a law’s purpose 

and cannot see a reason for it, 

they should not dismiss it. . . . 

Their thinking about the Torah 

should not be like their thinking 

about secular matters. 

When history contradicts it, tradition does not get a free 

pass. But Torah merits being treated more seriously and 

more respectfully than outdated secular theories, values 

and “truths.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

F 

Prof. Rabbi Marty Lockshin is Professor Emeri-

tus at York University and lives in Jerusalem.  
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A Stronger Faith 
Encourages a Loftier and 

Deeper Truth 

Dr. Rabbi Yehuda Brandes 

Is the Torah “True”? In What Ways?  

he definition of the Hebrew word emet—typically 

understood as meaning truth—is not simple, and 

neither is its philosophical meaning. 

Descriptive Truth: Interpreting “Eye for 
an Eye” 

Here, for example, are a few statements that are emet re-

garding the punishment of “an eye for an eye,” found in 

Exod 21:24, Lev 24:20, Deut 19:21): 

4. The simplest meaning of the expression “an eye for 

an eye” is that the punishment for injuring a person’s 

eye is physical injury to the eye of the injuring party. 

5. In a given period and places, this may in fact have 

been the accepted punishment for damaging a per-

son’s eye, and such a law indeed existed among other 

peoples of the ancient East. 

6. Another possible meaning of the expression is that 

adequate compensation must be paid to a person 

whose eye has been damaged. 

7. The Rabbis interpreted the expression as requiring 

payment of monetary damages, and it is this sense of 

the words that came to be accepted as halachically 

normative. 

The four preceding statements are emet in the sense of 

logical truth. 

So, as well, are the ten competing views recorded by the 

Talmud (b. Bava Kamma, ch. 8) that seek to explain how 

the words may be interpreted in such a way as to require 

monetary remuneration rather than bodily trauma.  All 

are emet if we posit as emet that the Rabbis chose to in-

terpret these words in this way. 

Quite a few of these homilies supporting this interpreta-

tion may be described as not in keeping with, or even 

clearly contradicting, the simple sense of the verse. This 

too is emet, assuming that we somehow can define what 

the simple sense or peshat of a verse is. 

What is the Meaning of Torat Emet? 

The King James Bible translates torat emet in Malachi 

2:6 as “the law of truth.” This strikes me as a more accu-

rate rendering than “true Torah” or “true instruction,” 

which some modern translations prefer. I’ve seen a num-

ber of Orthodox Jewish translations on websites and pa-

rasha sheets offer the Ashkenazi transliteration, “Toras 

Emes” in place of a translation, which is wonderful be-

cause it acknowledges that the expression cannot be sat-

isfactorily translated to English, because the Hebrew 

phrase has a meaning all its own. 

How Should We Study Torah to Uncover 
Truth? 

An effort to interpret the verse in light of the sanctity of 

both the Written and the Oral Torah, reverence for Torah 

scholars, and an earnest desire to discover and practice 

the values inherent within it is Torah study of emet, 

which is to say that emet is a property not of the text it-

self, but of the way it is studied. 

(Not) Reconciling Traditional Belief 
and Modern Outlook 

I don’t see a particular need to reconcile my traditional 

belief system with a modern view of the world. Believers 

have spent two millennia interpreting the Torah and re-

fining their faith without being dogmatic—certainly 

without taking the simple sense of the Torah as neces-

sarily authoritative. 

Maimonides did not hesitate to reinterpret all of the 

verses that personify God to conform with his stark reli-

gious opposition to any possibility of divine corporeality, 

going so far as to reinterpret stories of encounters with 

angels as the stuff of dreams and visions (Guide of the 

Perplexed, 1:1-30). Both he and Rabbi Yehudah ha-Levi 

stated that were it proven to them that the world had not 

T 
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been created, but always had existed, they would have no 

trouble assigning a nonliteral meaning to the biblical ac-

count of Creation and to reconcile it with this new infor-

mation. (Guide of the Perplexed 2:24; Kuzari 1:67). 

It follows that there is nothing to deter us from harmo-

nizing verses or Rabbinic statements with recently 

gained knowledge, or from giving preference to an inter-

pretation that hews closer to our worldview than others 

authored to mesh with philosophies that no longer in-

form our thinking. As I demonstrated in a chapter pub-

lished in Be-Einei Elohim ve-Adam and illustrated by 

the impressive collection of sources marshaled by Yoshi 

Farjun, it is possible to find support for virtually any new 

“heretical” idea in perfectly “kosher” sources.[1] 

The key challenge is to enable individuals whose view of 

reality is naive, even childish, to contend with new infor-

mation that otherwise would be likely to overturn their 

spiritual existence. This is an extremely delicate opera-

tion, because repairing something that has been ruined 

is far more challenging than reinforcing it ahead of time. 

The right way to go about this process, as explained by 

great Torah scholars from Maimonides to Rabbi Kook, is 

to start by constructing a deeper and loftier religious sen-

sibility. Once this has been done, without further prod-

ding, the individual will stop making do with popular or 

childish religious notions and will be able to assimilate 

“modern ideas,” such as Maimonides’s rejection of an-

thropomorphism in the medieval period and certain as-

pects of biblical criticism in ours. 

 

[1] See, Yehudah Brandes, Tova Ganzel and Chayuta Deutsch, eds. Peo-

ple of Faith and Biblical Criticism (Jerusalem: Beit Morasha, 2015 

[Hebrew]); for more on this book, see “An Interview with Dr. Tova 

Ganzel,” TheTorah.com.  

Deriving Truths through 
Honest Inquiry and 

Torah Study 

Prof. Zvi Zohar 

 believe the Torah is true – Torat Emet – in the 

sense, that via study of Torah and reflection on its 

meanings, we are able to reach deep, crucial in-

sight(s) and understanding(s) with regard to major as-

pects of reality that are of great concern to us as human 

beings and as Jews. 

These aspects include, among others: 

• Human nature 

• Relations between human beings (on the various 

levels of individual/couple/family/(Jewish) Peo-

ple/humanity) 

• Human-Divine relations 

• Morality 

• Mitzvot (divine commandments) 

Furthermore, my personal experience is that the insights 

and understandings that we reach via Torah are not 

static. As we continue to study over the years, Torah re-

veals itself to us as all the more complex, fascinating and 

illuminative, especially as additional facets of Torah be-

come known to us. 

This occurs both owing to our increased knowledge of 

how a wide variety of scholars have understood Torah, as 

well as from our own insights into additional possible 

meanings of Torah. As a result, our perceptions and un-

derstandings of the contents of Torah and the insights to 

be derived from it develop and transform. 

Bringing Our Full Selves to the Study 
of Torah 

It is thus crucial to come to Torah with the totality of who 

we are and of what we know and understand about the 

world. All our life experience, and all our knowledge – 

I 

Dr. Rabbi Yehuda Brandes is the president of 

Herzog college in Alon Shvut, and was previously 

head of Beit Morasha, the Center for Advanced 

Judaic Studies and Leadership in Jerusalem. 

 

http://thetorah.com/an-interview-with-dr-tova-ganzel/
http://thetorah.com/an-interview-with-dr-tova-ganzel/
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about science, history, human nature, literature, etc., 

and about how Torah was understood by commentators 

from ancient times to the present – are relevant to the 

study of Torah. Our capacity for critical thought, asking 

questions, not accepting facile answers etc. – are rele-

vant and important for the comprehension of Torah. 

The Torah is not a weak entity in need of our defense and 

protection. Torah is a powerful entity with tremendous in-

ner strength and vitality, that has become all the more pow-

erful thanks to the creative thinking of scholars over the 

generations, who frequently disagreed with each other. 

Torah need not be fearful of any human question or cri-

tique. Indeed, honest questions and critiques can and 

should bring us to delve even deeper into Torah, and (not 

infrequently) to realize and acknowledge that this or that 

understanding of Torah that we had thought were obvious 

and self-evident are not so, and that significant reconsider-

ation of our understanding of Torah is called for. 

The Enriching Challenge of 
Modernity 

The notion that modernity is inherently antithetical to 

Torah is simplistic. Aspects of modernity may challenge 

conventional views of how Torah should be understood 

and applied to life. But striving for an insular Jewish ex-

istence that attempts to shut out the manifold voices of 

contemporary life is a sure recipe to impoverish Torah. 

If we can come to experience Divine wisdom and creativ-

ity through knowledge and contemplation of nature, we 

should be able all the more to do so via knowledge and 

contemplation of human culture and life in all its mani-

festations, for these ultimately derive from the tzelem 

Elokim (image of God) present in every man and woman. 

The Reciprocal Wisdom of Nations: Reflec-
tions of Rav Uzziel 

I conclude with words of Rabbi Ben-Zion Uzziel (Jerusa-

lem, 1880-1953), the first chief Sephardic rabbi of the 

State of Israel: 

  לאום  וכל  מדינה  כל
  עצמם  את  המכבדים

  ולא  מסתפקים  אינם
  להסתפק  יכולים

  הצרים  בגבולותיהם
  ותחומיהם

  הם  אלא,  המצומצמים
  את  להכניס  שואפים

, והיפה  הטוב  כל
  אל  והנהדר  המועיל
,  הלאומי   אוצרם

משלהם    ולהוציא
מקסימום של שפע  

ברכה לאוצר  
האנושיות כולה. ליצור  

קשר של אהבה 
וידידות בין העמים 

כולם, להעשרת אוצר  
האנושיות בדעות  

מחשביות ומוסריות,  
 ובגלוי מצפוני הטבע.

Each country and each na-

tion that respects itself does 

not and cannot be satisfied 

with its narrow boundaries 

and limited domains; rather, 

they desire to bring all that 

is good and beautiful, that is 

helpful and glorious, into 

their national [cultural] 

treasure. And they wish to 

give the maximum flow of 

their own blessings to the 

[cultural] treasury of hu-

manity as a whole, and to es-

tablish a link of love and 

friendship among all na-

tions, for the enrichment of 

the human storehouse of in-

tellectual and ethical ideas 

and for the uncovering of the 

secrets of nature. 

אשרי המדינה ואשרהו  
ם שיכול לתת דין  הלאו

וחשבון לעצמו ממה  
שהכניסה לאוצרה  
משל אחרים, ויותר  

ממה שהוציאה משלה  
לגנזיה של האנושיות  
כולה. ואוי לה למדינה  

ולאומה שמתקפלת  
בארבע אמותיה  

ומצטמצמת בגבוליה  
הצרים, מאין לה מה 

לתת משלה, ומאין לה 
כלי קבול וכח קליטה 

 לקבל משל אחרים. 

Happy is the country and happy is 

the nation that can give itself an 

accounting of what it has taken in 

from others; and more important, 

of what it has given of its own to 

the repository of all humanity. 

Woe unto that country and that 

nation that encloses itself in its 

own four cubits and limits itself to 

its own narrow boundaries, lack-

ing anything of its own to contrib-

ute [to humanity] and lacking the 

tools to receive [cultural contribu-

tions] from others.[1] 

 

[1] Hegyonei ‘Uzziel, vol. 2, Jerusalem 5714/1954, p. 118 (= p. 127 in 

1992 ed.). Translated by, and cited in: Marc D. Angel, Loving Truth 

and Peace: The Grand Religious Worldview of Rabbi Benzion Uz-

iel (Jason Aaronson, 1999).  

 

Prof. Zvi Zohar is Chauncey Stillman Professor of 

Sephardic Law and Ethics at Bar Ilan University, 

where he teaches at the Faculty of Law and the 

Faculty of Jewish Studies. 
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Truth Must Be 
Ascertainable 

Dr. Hacham Isaac S. D. Sassoon 

 A Torah of Truth – אורייתא דקושטא

here are two possible ways of translating the 

phrase torat emet that originates from Malachi 2:6 

and is central to one of the birkhot ha-torah: either 

“a true Torah” or “a Torah of truth.” Leaving aside their 

respective grammatical merits, I would like to opt for the 

second – which happens to sit quite comfortably with the 

Targum’s  דקושטא  Torah of truth” implies that“ .אורייתא 

truth exists as something in its own right; and that is ex-

actly the Torah’s own conception of emet, truth. Take for 

example, the following verses: 

ְוָדַרְשָּת ְוָחַקְרָּת   דברים יג:טז
ב ְוִהנֵּה  יטֵּ ְוָשַאְלָּת הֵּ

ת ָנכֹון ַהָדָבר  ... ֱאמֶׁ

Deut 13:15 You shall enquire and 

search and interrogate thor-

oughly and behold if it is true, 

the fact is established…. 

ְוֻהַגד ְלָך ְוָשָמְעָּת   דברים יז:ד
ב ְוִהנֵּה  יטֵּ ְוָדַרְשָּת הֵּ

ת    ... ָנכֹון ַהָדָברֱאמֶׁ

Deut 17:4 Then you shall make thor-

ough enquiry and behold if it is 

true, the fact is established…. 

ת  ... דברים כב:כ ְוִאם ֱאמֶׁ
 ... ָהָיה ַהָדָבר ַהזֶׁה

Deut 13:15 …and if it is true, the fact 

is established…. 

In these scriptures, the Torah assumes that emet can be 

ascertained by means of human striving and, moreover, 

that humans are endowed with the capacity to distinguish 

emet from sheker (falsehood).[1] These verses are defini-

tional, allowing for the equation emet=empirical truth 

(also referred to by philosophers as correspondence, or 

representative, truth). If this interpretation of torat emet 

seems minimalist, I still believe it to be primary – if only 

by virtue of its affirmation by the texts themselves.  

The Translation: “A True Torah” 

Admittedly, some prefer the alternative translation of torat 

emet, namely “a true torah.” In turn, the phrase is then of-

ten construed to be making a claim as to the factuality of 

information incorporated in the torah. But what happens 

then when any of that information conflicts with empirical 

truth or with the proven findings of science? 

In some quarters the scientific findings are impugned on 

the grounds that humans are unreliable or even that they 

are incapable of knowing what is true. However, in that 

case calling torah – or for that matter anything else 

– emet becomes meaningless, unless emet is stripped of 

its attested meaning and made to stand for “approved” 

or “worthy of allegiance” and the like. None of this latter-

day apologetics is supported by Jewish tradition. 

The Rabbis’ Support for the “Torah 
of Truth” Conception 

The rabbis maintain scripture’s idea of emet. Indeed, 

upon it rests their entire justice system and the aggadah 

too is informed by it. At b. Sotah 9b the Talmud declares, 

 .Words of truth are recognizable .ניכרין דברי אמת

A more exalted declaration occurs at b. Yoma 69b with 

respect to the rabbanan, the rabbis who changed the 

nosach ha-tefillah, the ancient prayer language,  

מתוך שיודעין בהקדוש  
ברוך הוא שאמתי הוא, 

 . לפיכך לא כיזבו בו

Knowing that God is true [or fa-

vors truth] they could not speak 

lies to Him. 

Of course, this last text introduces the very essence of our 

faith – God’s truth – which for a Jew precedes all other 

truth. But that is a subject for another day.[2]  

 

[1] For the Torah’s use of sheker, see e.g. Exod 23:7; Lev 19:11; Deut 19:18. 

[2] For a more expansive discussion of the meaning of truth in tradi-

tional Jewish sources, see my TABS essay, “Metempsychosis (Gilgul), 

Academic Study of the Bible, and the Meaning of Truth.” 

 

T 
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 Empirical Truth vs. 
Religious Truth 

Prof. Baruch J. Schwartz 

oth “Torah” and “truth” are words with multiple 

meanings. Here I shall use “Torah” in the sense 

of “Written Torah,” i.e., the Pentateuch, the bib-

lical books of Moses. 

Empirical Truth 

All knowledge belonging to the realm of the empirical is 

obtainable – if at all – only through scientific inquiry. 

Thus, if the term “truth” is used to refer to the historicity 

of events recounted, only historical scholarship can de-

termine what may or may not be “true” in the Torah. 

Moreover, even in cases in which the facts are irretrieva-

ble, because scholarship is either indecisive or incapable 

of reconstructing them with certainty, this does not 

transform the question of an event’s historicity into a 

matter of religious belief. 

Similarly, if “truth” is used to refer to the authentic, his-

torically valid, contextual meaning (the peshat) of the 

Torah text or any part thereof, only literary scholarship 

and historical, philological exegesis can claim to have a 

say in determining this. Here too, even when critics and 

exegetes are completely baffled by a text or in hopeless 

disagreement about it, this cannot justify claiming that 

the matter may therefore be left to religious belief. 

In like manner, if “truth” is used to refer to the accurate 

description of the physical world, science is the only 

source of this as well. And if on some issue science simply 

cannot arrive at the facts, for lack either of data or of a 

convincing way of interpreting them, the question does 

not revert to religious belief. (For example, even if sci-

ence never determines if there is life on Mars, that 

doesn’t allow the believer to substitute religious teaching 

for empirical knowledge and say: my religion teaches 

that there is no life on Mars, and science hasn’t come up 

with conclusive evidence one way or the other; therefore, 

there isn’t. Wishing does not make it so). 

Religious Truth 

Religious “truth” pertains exclusively to what is outside 

the realm of the empirical. It consists of the teachings ac-

cepted as normative by the community of believers with 

regard to God and what God expects of them. For Jews, 

these normative teachings, including the teaching that 

on some issues there is no single, binding “truth,” are 

conveyed by the totality of the tradition— halachic, ag-

gadic, philosophical and theological — according to its 

systemic logic and rules. 

These teachings are often also expressed in the peshat of 

the Torah; in such cases one would say that the Torah 

contains religious “truth.” Just as often, they are read 

into the Torah, by a process of selective reading or rein-

terpretation; in such cases, one would say that the Torah 

as construed by post-biblical Jewish interpretation ex-

presses religious “truth.” 

On the other hand, norms – both ideas and commands – 

clearly expressed in the peshat of the Torah but rejected 

by authoritative Jewish tradition are not religious 

“truth.” The literary, historical fact that the Torah con-

tains them is empirically true but religiously irrelevant. 

Just as religious belief has no role whatsoever in deter-

mining facts, so too science has no role in determining 

norms. 

 

B 
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Two Theories of Truth: 
Correspondence and 

Pragmatic 

Prof. Rabbi Lawrence A. Hoffman 

Critiquing the Correspondence 
Theory of Truth 

ost discussions of the Bible’s truth are 

flawed because they assume a “correspondence 

theory of truth” according to which the parts of 

the Bible that might matter most are almost certainly 

false, and that’s the end of the matter. 

In the correspondence theory, the world is composed of 

states of affairs, which language somehow pictures. 

When the verbal pictures that make up sentences corre-

spond to these states of affairs, we call them true. To say 

“The Bible is true” implies that its statements accurately 

map the way things really are, something I have never 

believed and never worried about. Of course, certain 

parts of the Bible are true even according to the corre-

spondence theory: Jerusalem’s temple really was de-

stroyed, for instance; but these “truths” are probably less 

frequent than the “untruths,” and they are not the parts 

of the Bible that motivate me anyway. 

Embracing the Pragmatic Theory of 
Truth 

A broader and better criterion for truth is the “pragmatic 

theory,” as advanced by philosophers like William 

James, John Dewey and Richard Rorty. Statements are 

“true” to the extent that they help advance the human 

project of navigating life. Language is for coping, not just 

copying, says Rorty. We make progress, not by arguing 

better but by speaking differently, an art we get not just 

from scientific truths but from fiction, poetry, and meta-

phor, other ways of stretching our understanding of re-

ality. Scientifically speaking, life is not “petty”; time does 

not “creep”; but it is still profoundly true of despair to 

quote Macbeth: “Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomor-

row creeps in this petty pace from day to day.” 

Philosopher Wilfred Sellars separates cause from reason. 

Causes describe the world as it is. Reasons describe the 

way we make sense of that world: how we learn to say 

meaningful things about it – whether the scientific 

“truths” (by “correspondence theory” standards); or po-

etry, metaphor and the like. A God who is “compassion-

ate and gracious” (Adonai el rachum v’chanun) comes 

regularly to mind, as a reason for my being who I am. 

Beliefs, says philosopher John Dewey, are recipes for ha-

bitual patterns of action. Believing God merciful and my-

self made in God’s image, I become merciful as a matter 

of habit. 

Gestalt psychologists tell us that we see the world holis-

tically, as patterns. It turns out, we capture it linguisti-

cally that way too. The Bible and its subsequent interpre-

tive history is the Jewish linguistic pattern of choice by 

which to capture it. Jewish history is, by now, long and 

deep, reasonable proof that the Jewish pattern has 

proven very “useful to the human project of navigating 

life.” To that extent, the Bible is very true indeed. 

 

 

 

 

 

M 
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We Make the Torah True

Ketzos Hachoshen “Truth 
and Torah in Human 

Hands” 

Rabbi Eric Grossman 

theologically audacious interpretation of Torat 

emet was offered by R. Aryeh Leib HaKohen 

Heller (c. 1745 – 1812). His explication of the 

phrase is offered in the forward to his most celebrated 

work, the Ketzos HaChoshen (from whence derives his 

sobriquet, the Ketzos): 

אך לא נתנה התורה  
למלאכי השרת ואל  

אשר לו  האדם נתנה  
שכל האנושי ונתן  
לנו הקדוש ברוך  
הוא התורה ברוב  
רחמיו וחסדיו כפי  

הכרעת שכל האנושי  
גם כי אינו אמת  
בערך השכלים  

 הנבדלים. 

The Torah was not given to minis-

tering angels, but rather it was given 

to humans, who possess human in-

telligence. The Holy One, blessed be 

He, in His great kindness and 

mercy, gave us the Torah to be de-

termined according to the discern-

ment of the human mind even 

though [that determination] does 

not reflect Ultimate Truth. 

With these words, and in the paragraphs that follow, 

the Ketzos expounds upon the distinction between the 

Divine realm and the human world. 

Truth in the Divine Realm and in the 
Human World 

The Divine realm is the abode of God and angels; it is 

there that Ultimate Truth resides. The earthy realm is 

the domain of humans, who do not possesses or have ac-

cess to this higher Truth, living instead by human under-

standing and reason. The Divine realm can be character-

ized as the world of Truth with a capital-T, and the hu-

man realm the world of truth with a small-t. 

The Ketzos provides examples that demonstrate that 

Chazal (the classical rabbis) recognized the existence of 

these two realms and two truths. Among his prooftexts is 

the account of the Achnai oven (Tanuro shel Achnai), in 

which the rabbis determine that a given type of oven is 

subject to impurity even though God explicitly backs 

Rabbi Eliezer who says it is not. This story serves as the 

flagship example of how normative Jewish law—the ha-

lachic truth—can be inconsistent with Divine Truth. 

Aligning the Two Truths with the 
Two Torahs 

The Ketzos demonstrates how these two truths align 

with Judaism’s two Torahs: The Oral and the Written To-

rah. The Oral Torah is halachic truth, legal norms based 

on human/rabbinic interpretation and determination; it 

is the Torah as it exists on earth and, functionally, it is 

the Torah that determines human practice. The Written 

Torah, originating with God, reflects the Divine realm 

and, in some fashion, Divine Truth. 

Remarkably, the Ketzos argues that the expression Torat 

emet in the benediction after the Torah reading refers 

not narrowly to the Written Torah, but to the Oral Torah, 

and the human enterprise of establishing truth: 

זו היא ברכת  ...
התורה אשר נתן לנו  
תורת אמת שיהיה 

 האמת אתנו...

…[And this is the meaning of] the 

blessing on the Torah, “…Who has 

given us the Torah of truth…,” 

namely that the truth is ours. 

By proclaiming that God has vouchsafed us Torat emet we 

affirm that the Almighty has granted us the authority to 

determine truth in the human realm. Poignantly, this dec-

laration is made after reading from the Written Torah—

precisely the moment at which we would expect to invoke 

the authority and authenticity of the Divine Truth repre-

sented by the revealed Pentateuch. 

A 
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The Place of Human Contribution in 
Torah 

The insights of the Ketzos contain both practical and 

philosophical aspects. They point to the reality that the 

only Torah that can be realistically promulgated in the 

human domain is the Oral Torah, since the only truth 

that can exist in the human domain is small-t truth. The 

world of humanity is, de facto, populated and perpetu-

ated by humans, and since humans do not behave or 

function like angels, they cannot be ruled directly by 

heavenly systems. 

But the Ketzos goes further, and suggests that God actu-

ally desires humans to be active participants in the 

growth of Torah—not merely a concession to reality and 

our inability to grasp Ultimate Truth—but because of 

His kindness, His wish that humans not feel alienated 

from God and the Divine realm. He accomplished this by 

making the Written Torah, which reflects Divine Truth, 

a (much) smaller element of revelation, and allowing the 

Oral Torah, the Torah of humans, to be dominant: 

ואמרו בש"ס תורה  
רובה בע"פ ומיעוט  

בכתב שנאמר  
אכתוב להם רובי  

תורתי כמו זר  
נחשבו והיינו דאם  

 היה הכל בכתב
מיד ד' עלינו  

השכיל אנחנו כמו  
זר נחשבו כי מה  
לשכל האנושי  

להבין בתורת ד'  
אבל בתורה שבע"פ  

 משלנו הוא: 

The Talmud relates (b. Gittin 60b):[1] 

The greater portion of the Torah is 

the Oral [Torah], and the smaller por-

tion is the Written [Torah] as it says 

(Hosea 8:12) “I wrote for them the 

majority of My Torah, and they were 

considered strangers.” That is to say, 

that if all [of the Torah] had been 

written and from God’s hand and up 

to us to understand, then “we would 

have been considered strangers” [to 

the text]. For how could the human 

mind comprehend God’s Torah? But 

the Oral Torah—that is ours. 

A Torah of Kindness in Place of a 
Torah of Truth 

The result of this system is a “Torah of kindness,” an 

earthly Torah that reflects Divine grace at the expense of 

Truth itself: 

והיינו פירוש פתחה 
בחכמה ותורת חסד  

Hence the interpretation (of the 

verse from Proverbs 31:26) “[Her 

על לשונה ומשום  
דתורה שבע"פ ניתנה  

הכרעת    כפי 
אעפ"י   החכמים

ונקרא   שאינו אמת
  תורת חסד וכדאיתא
בש"ס אם חסד אינו  

 אמת. 

mouth] opens with wisdom and the 

Torah of kindness is on her 

tongue,” meaning that the Oral To-

rah was given according to the de-

termination of the Sages even 

though it is not Truth. This is why 

it is called “The Torah of kindness,” 

for as the Talmud [explains] “kind-

ness—meaning, not truth.”[2] 

The distinction between truth and kindness, and their 

importance for understanding God’s revelation, is illus-

trated by a midrash from Bereshit Rabbah (8:5), quoted 

in part then explained by the Ketzos: 

אמר ר' סימן בשעה  
שרצה הקדוש ברוך  

הוא לברוא את  
האדם נעשו מלאכי  
השרת כתות כתות  
מהם אומרים יברא  
ומהם אומרים כו'  
...חסד אומר יברא  
שכולו מלא חסדים  

ואמת אומר לא יברא  
שכולו מלא שקרים  

מה עשה הקדוש  כו'  
ברוך הוא נטל אמת  
והשליכה ארצה ... 
אמרו לפניו רבש"ע  
אתה מבזה תכשיט  
שלך אמר הקדוש  
ברוך הוא רצוני  
שתעלה אמת מן  

 הארץ.

R. Simon said: When the Holy One, 

blessed be He, wanted to create 

Man, the ministering angels 

formed into factions, some of them 

saying, “Let him be created” and 

others saying, [“Let him not be cre-

ated”] …Kindness said, “Let him be 

created, because he embodies kind-

ness”; Truth said, “Let him not be 

created, because he embodies false-

hood”…What did the Holy One, 

blessed be He do? He took Truth 

and cast it to the ground. The min-

istering angels said to the Holy 

One, blessed be He, “Master of the 

Universe, why would you spurn 

your adornment?” The Holy One, 

blessed be He, responded, “It is my 

desire that truth should arise from 

the earth." 

The Ketzos explains that the Divine adornment to which 

the angels refer is the seal of Truth: since humans are in-

capable of grasping Ultimate Truth, by placing truth and 

Torah in human hands, God is undermining His own 

hallmark. 

Human Understanding Shapes 
Torah which Shapes the World 

The Ketzos understands the meaning of God’s response 

as follows: 
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זהו רצוני שתעלה  
אמת מן הארץ  

והאמת יהיה כפי 
הסכמת החכמים  

 בשכל האנושי.

This is [precisely] My will: that truth 

should spring forth from the earth, 

namely that truth should be estab-

lished according to the determination 

of the Sages using human under-

standing. 

What emerges from this analysis is that the fate of the 

Torah in this world depends not upon its ultimate Divine 

origin but, rather, on the will and capacity of people—the 

Jewish people—to keep the Oral Torah alive. This is why, 

the Ketzos suggests, the prayer contains the words v’cha-

yei olam nata b’tocheinu: 

וחיי עולם נטע  
בתוכינו ומתוכינו  
יפרה וירבה חיי 

 עולם 

“…and He has planted the life of the 

world with us,” for from us the life of 

the world will come forth and in-

crease. 

To believe in Torat emet is to affirm that the fate and 

truth of Torah rests in our hands. 

 

[1] I have translated the excerpt from b. Gittin 60b, including the verse 

from Hosea, in accordance with the way it appears in the Ketzos, 

though it is different from its source in the Talmud. 

[2] Again, this does not appear to be a direct quote from the Talmud, 

however it may be a summary/explanation of the juxtaposition of truth 

and kindness in the passage from Bereshit Rabbah below. 

Moderating the Stark 
Truth of the Written 

Torah 

Rabbi David Bigman 

  אמת  תורת  לנו  נתן   אשר
  ו.בתוכנ  נטע  עולם  וחיי 

Who gave us a Torah of truth and 

planted eternal life in our midst. 

s a Levi, called to the Torah frequently, I often say 

these words and contemplate their meaning. 

The Written Torah: The Reading of 
the Ba’al HaTurim 

Rabbi Ya‘akov ben Asher (1269-1343), known as the 

Ba‘al HaTurim, offered the following interpretation in 

his halachic work, the Arba’a Turim, known as the Tur 

(Orach Chaim 139): 

  תורה   היא   אמת   תורת 
  נטע   עולם   וחיי   שבכתב 
  פ " שבע   תורה   היא   בתוכנו 
  דברי (  יא : יב   קהלת )   דכתיב 
  כדרבונות   חכמים 

 . נטועים   וכמסמרות 

“A Torah of truth” refers to the 

Written Torah, and “planted eter-

nal life in our midst” refers to the 

Oral Torah, as is written (Eccl 

12:11), “The sayings of the wise 

are like goads, like fixed nails…” 

The Written Torah with the Oral 
Torah: The Ba’al HaTurim’s Point 

It is clear, however, that the Ba‘al HaTurim does not 

contemplate the Written Torah as an independent text, 

unaccompanied by the Oral Torah. This is made clear by 

the continuation of his remarks: 

  יש   אלו   ברכות   ושתי 
'  מ   כנגד   תיבות '  מ   בהם 
   . בהר   משה   שעמד   ימים 

These two blessings contain forty 

words, corresponding to the forty 

days Moses spent on the mountain. 

The Ba‘al HaTurim is known for his proclivity to include 

in his halachic discourse piquant homiletical comments 

that serve as a window into his religious world. As im-

plied here, he views the Oral Torah as a gift from Sinai, 

A 
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which is why the blessing thanking God for both the writ-

ten and oral Torah is written in such a way as to recall 

the Sinai experience. He views the oral Torah as a natural 

augmentation to the written Torah, not out of naiveté, 

but with full appreciation of the creativity inherent to it. 

His appreciation of the complexity of the oral law’s rela-

tionship to the written law is evident from his quotation 

from Ecclesiastes. Specifically, the Ba’al HaTurim alludes 

to Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah’s gloss on this verse found in 

the Tosefta (Sotah 7:11) and the Bavli (Chagigah 3a): 

  כדרבונות  חכמים"
  - "  נטועים  וכמסמרות

 מכוין  זה  דורבן   מה
 להביא  הפרה  את

  דברי   אף  בעולם  חיים
 חיין   אלא  אינן   תורה
  חיים  עץ'  שנ  לעולם

 דורבן   מה  או'  וגו  היא
  אף  יכול  מיטלטל  זה
  ל"ת   תורה  דברי   כך

  נטועים  וכמסמרות
 ולא  חסירין   אינן   או]

  לומר  תלמוד  יתירין 
  נטיעה  מה[  נטועים

 דברי   אף  ורבה  פרה
  ...ורבין   פרין   תורה

“The sayings of the wise are like 

goads, like fixed nails” – Just as the 

goad directs the cow so as to bring 

life into the world, thus words of 

Torah indeed are life to the world, 

as is said (Prov 3:18), “it is a tree of 

life, etc.” Alternately, just as the 

goad is movable—perhaps even 

words of Torah are thus? The text 

states, “like fixed nails.” [Alter-

nately, perhaps they decrease and 

do not increase? The text states, 

“fixed.”] Just as that which is 

planted is fruitful and multiplies, 

so words of Torah are fruitful and 

multiply… 

In this text, the Oral Torah works as a goad, directing the 

“fixed” and immovable written Torah to be fruitful and 

multiply, a delicate balance between conservation and 

creativity. 

Blessing the Written Torah while 
Acknowledging the Oral Torah 

Although this blessing is recited after reading from the 

written Torah, in the Ba’al HaTurim’s understanding, it 

seeks to redirect our attention toward the oral Torah, 

which injects meaning into its written counterpart. Thus, 

in blessing God after I am called up to the Torah, I am 

blessing Him for the Torah read at public prayer ser-

vices—the Written Torah. However, my blessing is an ac-

knowledgment not of an independent text, but of the ma-

trix of the expansive and rich world of the Oral Torah. By 

this I do not mean to imply that there is no truth to the 

simple sense of the Bible, but that its truth is not com-

plete unless supplemented by the Oral Torah. 

An Equivocal Torah: Torah Scholars 
as “Collectors” 

In the Written Torah, we frequently encounter severe, 

unequivocal statements, while in the Oral Torah, we en-

counter a different reality. The verse quoted above from 

Ecclesiastes makes mention of אסופות   בעלי , literally, “col-

lectors,” an opaque term that the Sages assume refers to 

themselves, Torah scholars. They explain it as follows (b. 

Chagigah 3b): 

  אלו  –  אספות  בעלי 
  שיושבין   חכמים  תלמידי 
  אסופות  אסופות
 הללו,  בתורה  ועוסקין 
, מטהרין   והללו  מטמאין 

  והללו  אוסרין   הללו
 פוסלין   הללו,  מתירין 

  .מכשירין   לווהל

“Collectors” (ba’alei asufot)— 

these are scholars who sit in dif-

ferent groups (asufot asufot) and 

occupy themselves with Torah. 

These declare impure, and those 

declare pure. These forbid, and 

those permit. These declare un-

fit, and those fit. 

  היאך:  אדם  יאמר  שמא
?  מעתה  תורה  למד  אני 

  כולם:  לומר  תלמוד
  אל  –  אחד  מרעה  נתנו
  אחד  פרנס,  נתנן   אחד
 כל  ון אד  מפי ,  אמרן 

,  הוא  ברוך  המעשים
  אלהים  וידבר  דכתיב

  .האלה  הדברים  כל  את

Perhaps a person will say, “Then 

how can I learn Torah?” The text 

states, “they were all given by 

one shepherd”—a single God 

gave them, a single leader stated 

them, from the mouth of the 

Lord of all creatures, blessed is 

He, as is written (Exod 20:1), 

“and God spoke all these things. 

Judging Biblical Texts by Western 
Standards 

The Torah contains a number of troubling, harsh laws 

which force us to think deeply about their meaning and 

application. Applying Western judgment to these severe 

scriptural statements without thinking about the context 

in which they were made is unsound. Sensitivity to suf-

fering is not a uniquely Western value, and thus we need 

to try to understand why a given law allowed or man-

dated cruel behavior and what was at stake in that society 

and in that context. 
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Moreover, it is often hard to know how a law functioned 

in a given context: was it merely on the books or practi-

cal, is it all legal language or is there rhetorical flourish 

involved? Rabbinic tradition, in its own way, took on 

many of these statements, feeling that they called out to 

us for interpretation or exposition, circumscription or 

mitigation. For example, 

• Priests marrying harlots – The Written Torah 

states (Lev. 21:7): 

  ֹלא  ַוֲחָלָלה  ֹזָנה  ִאָשה
  ְגרּוָשה  ְוִאָשה  ִיָקחּו

ִאיָשּה  ִכי   ִיָקחּו  ֹלא  מֵּ
  .לֵּאֹלָהיו  הּוא  ָקֹדש

They shall not marry a woman de-

filed by harlotry, nor shall they 

marry one divorced from her hus-

band. For they are holy to their God 

This ostensibly refers to any woman who has had inter-

course outside of marriage. Nevertheless, Chazal shrunk 

the category of “zonah” so that, amazingly, it no longer 

included either prostitutes or promiscuous women. In-

stead, they limited it to a subset of cases, which were rare 

in their time. 

• Destroying the seven nations – The Written 

Torah states (Deut. 20:16–17), 

  ָכל  ְתַחיֶׁה  ֹלא... 
ם  ִכי .  ְנָשָמה   ַהֲחרֵּ

םּתַ    ַהִחִּתי   ֲחִרימֵּ
  ַהְכַנֲעִני   ְוָהֱאֹמִרי 
 ַהִחִּוי   ְוַהְפִרִזי 
ר  ְוַהְיבּוִסי    ִצְּוָך  ַכֲאשֶׁ

יָך'  ה    ֱאֹלהֶׁ

… you shall not let a soul remain 

alive. No, you must proscribe 

them—the Hittites and the Amo-

rites, the Canaanites and the Per-

izzites, the Hivites and the Jebu-

sites—as the LORD your God has 

commanded you. 

Nevertheless, according to the Oral Torah, “King Sen-

nacherib (701 BCE) of Assyria already came and shuffled 

all the nations,”[1] and as Maimonides notes, “their 

memory already has been lost.”[2] Thus, there is no room 

left, according to the rabbis, to enforce this law and 

slaughter members of the seven nations of Canaan. 

• Capital Punishment – According to the Written 

Torah, capital punishment is meted out to those 

who violate any number of prohibitions, but ac-

cording to the Oral Torah, such a penalty is limited 

to those who flagrantly rebel against a formative 

ethos, in the presence of witnesses and in defiance 

of forewarning.[3] 

And the list goes on and on. In almost every area, the 

process of the Oral Torah constructs an image that is 

complex, delicate, and sympathetic to the human situa-

tion far more than is the Written Torah. 

The Role of the Written Torah’s 
Stark Presentation 

Even we, who identify with Rabbi Avraham Ibn ‘Ezra, 

Nachmanides, Rabbi Shemu’el ben Me’ir (Rashbam), and 

numerous other Judaic luminaries who valued the study 

of peshat, i.e., the simple sense of the Torah, subscribe to 

the need to mitigate severe biblical proclamations, in no 

small part because of the centrality of the text, which is the 

source of many a formative ethos in our tradition. Thus, 

they looked for a balance between acknowledging the 

peshat but limiting or recasting the application. 

Far be it from us to execute people for religious viola-

tions! Nevertheless, to choose one example, it is impera-

tive that we understand that violation of Shabbat is a 

grave derelictions. In our day, in a world in which the 

rabbis have effectively erased the death penalty and for-

ward thinking modern posqim have even removed the 

judgmental critique of Jews who are not observant, we 

need to read the death penalties described in Scripture 

as a sort of code for significance. 

If we approach the Torah’s legal texts as a kind of narra-

tive, we can translate the Shabbat laws in the following 

way: Shabbat is of serious importance in Judaism. For 

religious Jews, it functions as one of the pivotal behav-

iors that solidifies the community and brings God’s pres-

ence into our lives. For the world it represents a core 

value: everybody needs a day of rest from his or her toil. 

Biblical Narratives 

Scriptural narrative too has a dual role to play. It too calls 

out to us for interpretation and exposition, and it has its 

own unique function of constructing worlds of meaning 

for humanity and for Jews. It is no secret in this day and 
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age that the Bible cannot be treated as a source of literal 

historical truth. This is true of every text, and it is true 

even of prophecies, notwithstanding our belief in their 

authenticity and divine source 

I admit that I was somewhat surprised by the emphasis on 

historicity in the symposium’s questions. To me, the time 

for discussing the historicity of narratives came to an end 

at some point in the nineteenth century. Although, the de-

gree of the discrepancy between scriptural narrative and 

historical events varies between different parts of Scrip-

ture, stories about events that have transpired are never 

identical to the course of events as they happened. 

In any case, we do not take historical truth as the litmus 

test of literary narrative in general, and certainly of bibli-

cal narrative. The books of Job was described as a parable 

as early as the Rabbis,[4] while medieval rabbinic authori-

ties interpreted wide swathes of the Torah as allegorical.[5] 

However, I do not think of Torah in terms of parables 

and allegories, I think that scriptural narratives embody 

truths that are heavenly gifts to those abiding in human 

existentiality on this earth[6] wherever they may be, and 

particularly to the covenantal community.[7]  

 

[1] b. Berachot 28a. 

[2] Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Kings 5:4. 

[3] See discussion in Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Sefer Shofetim, “Hil-

chot Sanhedrin,” ch. 12. 

[4] See b. Baba Batra 15a; j. Sotah 5:6. 

[5] See discussion of this phenomenon and the pushback in Gregg 

Stern’s TABS essay,“Allegorizers of the Torah and the Story of the Pros-

ecution in Languedoc.” 

[6] See Letters of Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, 1:163–164, and at 

greater length, Kook, “First Jaffa Journal,” § 91a. 

[7] See also my symposium piece for TABS, “Refracting History 

through the Experience of the Present.” 

 

Finding Our Portion of 
True Torah 

Prof. Rabbi Rachel Adler 

here are many kinds of truth. A good way to get 

in trouble is to mis-assess the kind you are look-

ing at. I don’t claim that Aesop’s Fables are un-

true because hares and tortoises speaking ancient Greek 

and running races are biological impossibilities. That’s 

not the kind of truth Aesop teaches. Similarly, when I 

read the beginning of Genesis, I don’t protest a snake 

speaking Hebrew, a world created in six days, or two ar-

chetypal humans in a garden. The Torah is not a science 

book. 

The Process of Unfolding the Torah’s 
Truth through Torah She-Be’al Peh 

Even for moral truths, I am able to call Torah  torat 

emet only because I, as a modern Jew, am also a rabbinic 

Jew. I believe in Torah She’Be’al Peh, the Oral Torah, by 

which I mean that Torah She’Bikhtav, the written Torah 

is augmented by an inexhaustible fountain of interpre-

tive possibilities flowing out of tradition. That doesn’t 

mean the Torah can mean anything you want. Interpre-

tations must be defensible readings of the text. 

As Ramban points out in his commentary on Kedoshim 

Tihyu (Lev. 19:2), Torah also gives us meta-principles 

like “Be holy” or “Justice, justice shall you pursue” (Det 

16:20). Meta-principles are definable in general terms 

but applicable only situationally and contextually. Be-

cause readers bring differing selves and contexts to the 

interpretative process, the meaning component of both 

law and story are constantly being destabilized and re-

constituted. When we pray every Shabbat, teyn 

chelkenu b’toratekha, “may we partake in your Torah,” 

we are praying that we will discover the particular illu-

mination of text or law that we alone can contribute: 

our chelek, our portion. 

I learn a legal process from Torah and from the rabbis, 

but not a final, immutable word on law. So I believed 

T 
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even when I was Orthodox. God gives human beings ha-

lakha as a fitting tool for justice because humans and 

their worlds grow and change, and law too requires con-

stant reinterpretation to address new phenomena, new 

circumstances, and new societal concerns. I believe that 

conversation and critique are appropriate even about 

meta-principles and process rules. 

A Crude Jargon as the Vessel for Ho-
liness and Truth 

The rabbis say, “The Torah speaks in human language 

 I’ve described this language as ”.(דברה תורה כלשון בני אדם)

a “crude jargon studded with constraints and distortions, 

silences and brutalities, that is our only vessel for holi-

ness and truth and peace.” 

 

[1] Our Torah and our tradition are multi-vocal, many-voiced. All our 

truths are both partial and precious. Learning this clamorous tradition 

and situating our own precious and partial revelations within it consti-

tute the process that makes Torah true as an ever-flowing fountain of 

living waters and a tree of life to all who cling to her. 

 

 

Why I Am a Torah-True 
Jew 

Prof. Rabbi Judith Hauptman 

The Torah’s Noble Guidelines and 
Narratives 

n what sense is the Torah true for me? In its grand 

proclamations, such as not to charge interest on 

loans to the poor (Exodus 22:24), not to put a stum-

bling block before the blind (Leviticus 19:14), to pay 

one’s workers on time (Leviticus 19:13), to show deep 

concern for the strangers in one’s midst (Leviticus 

19:34). These noble guidelines, and many others, tell us 

to live our life for others, not just for ourselves. 

The Torah’s narratives, whether historical or literary, are 

also true for what they teach: they tell the reader to decry 

hypocrisy as did Tamar (Genesis 38), to assist the vul-

nerable as did Moshe (Exodus 2), and to argue on behalf 

of the blameless, as did Abraham (Genesis 18). 

The Torah in Liturgy and Everyday Life 

The truth of Torah is also expressed in the key role it 

plays in Jewish liturgy and life. We Jews value Torah to 

such an extent that we can never get enough of it. We 

read it publicly over and over again; we study its every 

word; we cite its phrases in our everyday speech. Torah 

is, without a doubt, the basis of our lives as Jews. Alt-

hough the rabbis of the Talmud developed our patterns 

of observance, the Torah gave us the blueprints. 

The Torah Evolves to Fulfill Its Own 
Ideals 

Yes, we have done away with capital punishment and an-

imal sacrifice, both of which appear often in the Torah. 

But legal systems are intended to develop and change 

over time. The Torah’s elastic clause in Deuteronomy 

17:9-11, “do as they, the Priests or Levites or judges, in-

struct you; do not stray to the left or right,” was identified 

and interpreted by the Talmudic rabbis as saying that we 

I 
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should abide by the rules enacted by the judges of our 

own time (m. Rosh Hashanah 2: 9). 

It follows that when today we offer women and LGBTQ 

individuals opportunities for religious leadership, when 

we regard women and LGBTQ individuals as equally hu-

man as men, we are being true to Torah. This point is lost 

on many people who claim, erroneously, that the Jewish 

denominations that adopt such a stance have abandoned 

Torah. Not so. 

This is the deepest way of fulfilling the Torah’s grand and 

glorious mandate, “Justice, justice shall you pursue” 

(Deuteronomy 16:20). The recent egalitarian decisions 

by a large segment of Jewish community make me proud 

to be a Torah-true Jew. 

 

 

Our People’s Torah 

Dr. Rabbi Amy Eilberg 

any years ago, when my daughter was a teen-

ager, already a voracious reader and budding 

writer, we participated in a particularly vi-

brant Torah study one Shabbat morning with our havu-

rah. Studying a morally difficult passage, adults and 

young people wrestled with multiple meanings of the To-

rah text. At one point, my daughter asked with incisive 

clarity, “Why do we assume that this text is true? What 

makes us think the Torah is superior to so many other 

fine works of literature and philosophy?” With this ques-

tion, my daughter named a vital dilemma of post-En-

lightenment Jewish life. 

The Encounter of Israel with God 

Like my daughter and so many contemporary Jews, I do 

not expect the Torah to be a source of accurate historical 

or scientific phenomena. Rather, I view the Torah as the 

humanly recorded account of our people’s early encoun-

ter with God, conveying their best understanding of the 

nature of life and the vision for living that flows from that 

encounter. Among the great works of religious literature, 

the Torah, including the ever-growing body of “oral To-

rah,” is the story of our own people’s history, destiny, 

morality and worldview. 

Herein lies its truth and value, as a vast, deeply meaning-

ful, time-honored and still-unfolding description of the 

human condition from the perspective of the Jewish peo-

ple. It is not the singular source of “Truth” for all peoples 

at all times but our people’s repository of profound in-

sight into reality and of guidance for individual and com-

munal life. 

Not a Perfect or an Exclusive Truth 

I do not expect the Torah to be perfect, since divine in-

telligence can only come into the world through human 

vessels, and it is inevitably diminished in the process. 

The Torah, like every expression of divine wisdom, is 

M 
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necessarily limited by the understanding and experience 

of its human authors. 

I do not think of the Torah as an exclusive or superior 

source of truth – for Jews or for anyone, or as superior 

to other wisdom teachings. To think otherwise would be 

to construct too small a definition of the presence of di-

vine wisdom in the world. Divine wisdom has flowed into 

the world in many forms and contexts, and continues to 

do so: in the wisdom teachings of many religious and 

philosophical traditions, in great literature, and through 

the lives of individuals. 

The Torah’s Place among the Jews 

Torah is a guide to boundless richness of wisdom, under-

standing, and virtue, a guide for individual lives of right-

eousness and compassion and for caring and just com-

munities. Torah calls us to a life of meaning, integrity, 

concern for others, and connectedness to community 

and to God. When we approach it with open hearts and 

minds, we participate in our people’s eternal process of 

discovering the divine and one another. When we listen 

carefully, we can hear God’s voice speaking through it, 

even in our own day, for our own lives. 

 

 

 

Partnering with Torah 

Rabbi Dr. Steven Sager 

he person who pronounces the blessing after a 

section of public Torah reading grasps the scroll’s 

handles and recites: Blessed are you… who has 

given us  Torat emet/a Torah of truth. The two-fold rit-

ual of publically proclaiming and personally claiming To-

rah ritually demonstrates the dynamic, larger-than-

translation meaning of Torat emet. 

A Torah of truth is not a Torah of fact. Truth, emet, at its 

Hebrew root also means, “dependable,” and “trustwor-

thy.” Torat emet is not defined by strict, contextually 

bound meanings. Rather, Torah becomes emet in the 

partnership between the ancient word and those readers 

committed to Torah as the trustworthy vocabulary of on-

going, unfolding Jewish consciousness and imagina-

tion. Torat emet—a Torah that is trustworthy, tried and 

true— is produced by ongoing communities that strive to 

make the world intelligible through conversations be-

tween living experience and the ancient Torah text. 

Nahmanides’ Development of the Principle: “Do What Is 

Right and Good” 

An example of the process of joining the timeless text 

with a timely reading can be taken from Nahmanides’ 

(13th century Spain) Torah commentary to Deuteron-

omy 6:18: 

ְוָעִשיָת ַהָיָשר ְוַהּטֹוב  
י   ינֵּ   ...ְי־הָוהְבעֵּ

Do what is right and good in the 

sight of the Lord… 

According to its plain meaning (peshat), said 

Nahmanides, the phrase refers only to conduct regarding 

God’s explicit commands.[1] Then, he adduced the teach-

ing of Talmudic forebears that right and good referred 

not only to commandments but to those acts that make 

for coherent life within the commanded community.[2] 

To make a contemporary illustration, the honor of aunts 

and uncles is right and good even absent a specific com-

mand. 

T 

Dr. Rabbi Amy Eilberg serves as the director of the 

Pardes Rodef Shalom (Pursuer of Peace) Commu-

nities Program. 



Torat Emet: In What Way Is the Torah True?   |  19 
 

 

Nahmanides then applied this “great principle” of living 

“beyond the explicit measure (הדין משורת   of the ”(לפנים 

text to life in his own cosmopolitan world. Right and 

good, he taught, describes all proper human behavior 

that follows from the necessarily limited Torah examples 

of conduct: 

לפי שאי אפשר להזכיר  
בתורה כל הנהגות  
האדם עם שכניו  

ורעיו... ותקוני הישוב 
  והמדינות כלם. 

For it is impossible to mention in 

the Torah all aspects of a per-

son’s interaction with human-

kind… in all societies and coun-

tries. 

In the spirit of Nahmanides, who emphasizes the im-

portance of the Torah’s truth within a community, I sug-

gest that Torat emet is manifest when the ancient text is 

held—physically and metaphorically—in the living grasp 

of those who join the community of previous, present 

and future generations of Torah interpreters. 

 

[1] 

ותכוין בעשייתן לעשות הטוב  על דרך הפשט יאמר תשמרו מצות השם ועדותיו וחקותיו 

 והישר בעיניו בלבד. 

[2] 

ולרבותינו בזה מדרש יפה, אמרו זו פשרה ולפנים משורת הדין. והכוונה בזה, כי מתחלה 

אמר שתשמור חקותיו ועדותיו אשר צוך, ועתה יאמר גם באשר לא צוך תן דעתך  

 לעשות הטוב והישר בעיניו, כי הוא אוהב הטוב והישר: 

 

 

 

 

 

Torah’s Progressive Truth 

Dr. Rabbi Aaron Panken 

Truth vs. truth? 

o assess whether the Torah is true, we first must 

confront the thorny problem of defining the word 

“truth” itself. In an unforgettable rabbinical 

school class discussion at Hebrew Union College-Jewish 

Institute of Religion (HUC-JIR) with Dr. Lawrence Hoff-

man, we heatedly debated the difference between 

“Truth” and “truth.” 

Spelled with a capital “T,” “Truth” meant there was one, 

singular, irrefutable truth that could never be changed or 

adapted despite whatever history might bring to bear. 

Lower case “truth,” on the other hand, represented truths 

that were malleable, transformed or reformed by time, lo-

cation and experience, seen differently by those with var-

ying outlooks. Was the Torah True or was it true? 

When the Torah is not True 

For me, the Torah was, is and will always be true, but it 

may not always be True. Torah contains many elements 

that seriously challenge the possibility of it being entirely 

and eternally True. A few (of many) examples of truth vs. 

Truth from our modern vantage point are: 

1. Commandments that require capital punishment in 

response to particular male homosexual practices 

(Leviticus 18 and 20), Sabbath violations (Exodus 

31), or the actions of rebellious children (Deuteron-

omy 21); 

2. The inclusion of a narrative depiction of the Exodus 

when at least 600,000 individuals crossed a desert 

and wandered for forty years, which bears no resem-

blance to the extant archaeological record; 

3. The numerous doublets—stories and laws repeated 

with significant change—within the Torah (see e.g. 

the major changes in the laws of Passover between 

Exodus 12 and Deuteronomy 16 or the very different 

repeated narratives of Noah’s Ark in Genesis 6 and 
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7) which imply a definite diversity of authorship for 

the Torah itself. 

These examples and many more prove that the Torah is 

not actually always “True.” Nevertheless, the Torah is 

still “true” in that its ideas and narratives remain the vi-

tal underpinnings of Jewish life, debate and thought. 

Adjusting the Truth of Torah over 
Time 

But the “truth” of Torah remains valid only as long as the 

Jewish understandings built upon it receive constant 

and thoughtful adjustment over time and space. In fact, 

the Torah’s truths shift radically from generation to gen-

eration, and even demand significant ongoing reinter-

pretation and adjustment to remain relevant as time 

passes. 

It is deeply meaningful to witness the ongoing march of 

progress in the interpretation of Torah—now, instead of 

stoning homosexuals, we value them; instead of slaying 

one we consider a Sabbath violator, we welcome a far 

broader and more thoughtful array of creative Sabbath 

observances; and instead of putting rebellious children 

to death, we assist and treat them as the challenged hu-

man beings they are. To look back at the trajectory of 

such development from antiquity to today is inspiring, 

for it bespeaks human and Jewish progress, a world 

made more just over time, and the subtle and beautiful 

interplay between Torah values and learnings from the 

greater world around us. 

Progressive Revelation 

Reform Jews have a term for this: Progressive Revela-

tion, drawn originally from the neo-Kantian Jewish phi-

losopher Hermann Cohen (1842-1918).[1] Cohen wrote in 

his magnum opus, The Religion of Reason,[2] that Reve-

lation is like Creation—it is a continuous, enduring pro-

cess that began at Sinai but is “implanted in the heart” of 

every Jew who uses his (or her) divinely given facilities 

of reason in all times and places (p. 92). God did not re-

veal the Torah once, rather revelation happened then in 

a unique and vital communication between God and hu-

manity that our ancestors recorded, and through the use 

of our God-given reason and interpretive abilities con-

tinues to happen now as we study, interpret and apply 

the words of our most sacred text in changing intellectual 

and religious contexts. 

As The Centenary Perspective, the 1976 platform of the 

Reform movement, so eloquently stated it: 

For millennia, the creation of Torah has not ceased and 

Jewish creativity in our time is adding to the chain of 

tradition. 

It is not sufficient to see Torah as static, limited and com-

pleted—as True—for such Truth cannot always make the 

jump to new generations, and a True Torah must ulti-

mately become outdated and irrelevant as ideas change 

and society advances. Rather, the beauty of a true Torah 

is in its reinterpretation and growth in every new time 

and place, based on prior Truths, yet continuous and on-

going in its pathbreaking brilliance and innovation. It is 

only through this careful balance that we ensure that the 

Torah is, was and will always be true. 

 

[1] For more biographical information and a bibliography of Hermann 

Cohen’s writings, see http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/cohen/. 

[2] Die Religion der Vernunft aus den Quellen des Judentums, Leipzig: 

Fock. Translated as: Cohen H., 1972, Religion of Reason: Out of the 

Sources of Judaism, trans. Simon Kaplan, New York: Frederick Unger. 
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The Jurisprudential 
Truth of Torah 

Ben Sorer u-Moreh as a Test Case 

Shira Hecht-Koller 

s a lawyer by training and an educator by trade, 

I’ll take the word Torah here in the way it was 

understood by the ancient Greek Jews, who 

translated “Torah” as nomos, “law.” 

In what sense is a law true? From a jurisprudential point 

of view, one could argue that a law is valid if it reflects 

the values based on which a people hopes to create a so-

ciety. But that is not enough to make Torah true. For 

truth in Torah law we need it not only to reflect a society 

long ago, but also to incorporate values that still speak to 

us several thousand years later. This can apply even if the 

particular Torah laws are no longer practiced. 

The Law of the Wayward Son 

I’d like to illustrate this with a law that is famously said, 

in one view in the Talmud, to have never been practiced, 

the law of the rebellious son, the בן סורר ומורה (b. Sanhed-

rin 71a).[1] Two values seem to be encoded in the law 

here. On one hand, the law can be seen as a reaction to 

norms prevalent in ancient Near Eastern society where 

the male head of the household had nearly limitless au-

thority over his household, and if he wished to punish a 

child for perceived insubordination, he had every right to 

do so.[2] 

By requiring that both parents together bring the child to 

the elders, and that any disciplinary action be taken by 

the elders, not by the parents, let alone by the father him-

self, biblical law has stripped the pater familias of his 

authoritarian – and potentially abusive – role, and 

vested the power to punish in the hands of a judicial 

body, thus providing a check on the parents’ power. 

On the other hand, the law does enshrine a certain hier-

archy within the family. There need to be people in 

greater and lesser positions of authority and when indi-

viduals flout accepted norms, threatening basic struc-

tures, the elders will act. Parental authority is strength-

ened by deterring filial insubordination, which under-

mines stability in a society. 

So is this law “true”? 

I would say yes. It not only reflects principles of a society 

from over two thousand years ago, but it also encodes 

values that are relevant for us today. In modern society, 

progress has been made getting the law into people’s 

homes, putting protection in place against authoritarian 

and vindictive parents. Yet at the same time, society still 

needs structures and respect for hierarchies. In this case, 

some ancient readers understood that the law was not 

meant to be literally true; and certainly today we do not 

approach the biblical law as binding legislation, but we 

are concerned with the values of the law. Those values 

are still very relevant. 

There is of course much to think about in terms of how to 

apply these values that stand behind particular laws to our 

modern society. What are the power structures that need 

be taken apart, like the authoritarian father of the ancient 

Near East, and which ones need to be preserved, like the 

respect due to the parents in the biblical family? Which 

should be built up and fortified, and which need to be dis-

mantled for the future of a more just and moral society? 

 

[1] On the other hand, R. Yonatan reports having seen a case carried out. 

[2] See Barry L. Eichler, “כי תצא: Enhancing our Appreciation of Torah: 

The Law of the Wayward and Defiant Son” in Mitokh Ha-Ohel: Essays 

on the Weekly Parashah from the Rabbis and Professors of Yeshiva 

University (ed. Stuart W. Halpern and Daniel Z. Feldman; New York 

and Jerusalem: Yeshiva University Press and Maggid, 2010), 445-453. 
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The Intertwined Tree of 
Torah and Wisdom 

Prof. Rabbi Jonathan Magonet 

My Dual/Duel Education 

I am the product of a secular culture and education, and 

it would be a betrayal of that part of myself to deny what 

I derived from it. At the same time, I am the child of an, 

admittedly attenuated, Jewish tradition. So I live in a 

kind of Buberian Zwischenseins, an in-between state, 

each part of me feeding and challenging the other. 

I am disturbed by the assumption that the term emet, 

“truth,” refers to some kind of eternally valid intellectual 

proposition. The biblical root  אמן has the sense of “firm,” 

“reliable,” so I understand its cognate  אמת as something 

that can be “trusted,” that is to say, based on and validated 

by experience, and therefore subject to constant re-evalua-

tion and potential revision. I trust until that trust is ques-

tioned or challenged by new knowledge or experience. 

Peace Prevails over Truth 

I can even claim some authority for the pragmatic rela-

tivity of emet from the confluence of or tension between 

two rabbinic comments, from the Mishna and the Bavli: 

רבן שמעון בן גמליאל  
רים  אומר על שלשה דב

העולם עומד על הדין  
 ועל האמת ועל השלום.

Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel 

says: “On three things the world 

endures: on truth, on judgment 

and on peace.” (m. Avot 1:18) 

וא"ר אילעא משום רבי  
אלעזר בר' שמעון:  

מותר לו לאדם לשנות  
 בדבר השלום.

Rabbi Ila said in the name of 

Rabbi Eleazar ben Simeon: “One 

may deviate from the truth for the 

sake of peace.” (b. Yevamot 65b) 

This juxtaposition suggests that the world may stand on 

the pillars of peace and truth, but when conflict arises, 

we choose peace over truth. 

Incorporating עץ חיים, the Tree of 
Wisdom into Torah 

The phrase “torat emet” is part of the Torah service dur-

ing which we sing etz hayyim hee, “it is a tree of life.” 

Since we are holding the scroll at the time, it is evident 

that Torah is what is meant here. The source of this 

quote, however, is Proverbs 3:17-18 (in reverse order) 

and the referent is actually chochmah, “(secular) wis-

dom” and tevunah, “(secular) discernment” (3:13). Iden-

tifying wisdom, i.e., empirical knowledge, with Torah, 

i.e., revelation, allows the two to be in constant debate 

with one another, the balance between them shifting in 

changing circumstances. 

A Hymn to Torah Read Backwards 

Psalm 19:8-10 is a hymn to Torah. 

הָוה ־ּתֹוַרת יְ  ט:חי
ש   ְּתִמיָמה  ְמִשיַבת ָנפֶׁ
דּות   ֱאָמָנה   הָוה־יְ עֵּ  נֶׁ

ִתי     .ַמְחִכיַמת פֶׁ
י   יט:ט  הָוה־יְ ִפקּודֵּ

י לֵּב  ְיָשִרים  ְמַשְמחֵּ
 ָבָרה  הָוה־יְ ִמְצַות  

יָנִים   י:יט  .ְמִאיַרת עֵּ
 ְטהֹוָרה  הָוה־יְ ִיְרַאת  

ת ָלַעד דֶׁ י    עֹומֶׁ  ִמְשְפטֵּ
ת  הָוה־יְ  ָצְדקּו    ֱאמֶׁ

 .ַיְחָדו

19:8 The teaching (Torah) of the 

LORD is perfect, restoring the soul; 

the decrees of the LORD are endur-

ing, making the simple wise; 19:9 

The precepts of the LORD are just, 

rejoicing the heart; the instruction 

of the LORD is lucid, making the 

eyes light up. 19:10 The fear of the 

LORD is pure, abiding forever; the 

judgments of the LORD are true, 

righteous altogether. 

These six half verses form a ladder linking the macro-

cosm of the universe (vv 1-7), to the microcosm of the in-

ner world of the individual with our doubts and mistakes 

(vv 11-15). As we read the Psalm, we begin with Torah 

and then descend the ladder. 

But I prefer to read the section backwards, for it is by ac-

knowledging and personally validating the attributes of 

Torah listed from verses ten to eight that we can ascend 

to affirm that, indeed, “the Torah of the Eternal is per-

fect, restoring the soul.”

Prof. Rabbi Jonathan Magonet is the former 

Principal of Leo Baeck College and Emeritus Pro-

fessor of Bible. 
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Subjective Truth of Torah

Arousing the Truth with 
Malachi and the 
Piacezner Rebbe 

Dr. Aviva Gottlieb Zornberg 

All I can do is tell the truth. No, that isn’t so – I have 

missed it. There is no truth that, in passing through 

awareness, does not lie. But one runs after it all the 

same. – Jacques Lacan[1] 

The phrase “Torah of truth” can be traced back to the sin-

gle scriptural source of the expression,  torat emet, in 

Malachi 2:6-7: 

ת    מלאכי ב:ו ּתֹוַרת ֱאמֶׁ
ָהְיָתה ְבִפיהּו ְוַעְוָלה 
ֹלא ִנְמָצא ִבְשָפָתיו  

ְבָשלֹום ּוְבִמישֹור ָהַלְך  
ִשיב   ִאִּתי ְוַרִבים הֵּ

ָעו   י   ִכי  ז:ב. ֹן מֵּ ן   ִשְפתֵּ  ֹכהֵּ
  ְותֹוָרה  ַדַעת  ִיְשְמרּו
 ִכי  ִמִפיהּו  ְיַבְקשּו
  ְצָבאֹות  ְי־הָוה  ַמְלַאְך
 .הּוא

Mal 2:6 The Torah of truth was in his 

mouth, and unrighteousness was 

not found on his lips. He walked 

with Me in peace and uprightness, 

and turned many away from iniq-

uity. 2:7 For the priest’s lips should 

keep knowledge, and they should 

seek Torah (law) at his mouth; for 

he is the messenger of the Lord of 

hosts. 

The emet, the truth to which the prophet refers, is, in this 

context, the quality of ethical integrity in the teacher of 

Torah - in the priest whose lips keep knowledge – inspir-

ing others to lofty values, to a life of truth, peace, and jus-

tice. There is no metaphysical claim here about the 

truth of Torah, but rather a moral claim on the teacher 

and the judge who administers Torah law. 

Strikingly, the truth function of the priest is radically tied 

up with language: it lives on his lips, in his mouth. He 

acts in the role of a messenger of the divine. In classic 

medieval readings of this text, therefore, human lan-

guage – the teaching of Torah – becomes the site in 

which the truth of Torah is manifested: on the lips and in 

the mouth of the authentic spokesman for God.[2] 

The Piacezner Rebbe Reflects on his 
Role as a Mediator of Torah 

This displacement of truth to the embodied teaching of a 

human being is subjected to a further interrogation in 

the anguished meditation of the modern Hassidic mas-

ter, the Piacezner (R. Kalonymus Kalmish Shapira, 1889-

1943), also known as the Esh Kodesh (Holy Fire), the ti-

tle of his most important book. Leading and teaching his 

community in the Warsaw ghetto during the Holocaust 

years, he reflects on his own status as faithful mediator 

of Torah in a time of torment.[3] 

A Torah Teacher Must Be Like an Angel? 

Reading Malachi 2:7 (quoted above), he notes that, ac-

cording to the Talmud, one should seek out To-

rah only from the lips of one who resembles an angel of 

the Lord of hosts (b. Mo’ed Katan 17a). 

, יוחנן   רבי   אמר  הכי 
  כי   דכתיב  מאי 

  ישמרו  כהן   שפתי 
  יבקשו  ותורה  דעת

' ה  מלאך  כי   מפיהו
  אם  הוא  צבאות
  למלאך  הרב  דומה

  תורה  יבקשו - '  ה
 -   לאו  ואם.  מפיו
  תורה  יבקשו  אל

 . מפיו

Thus said R. Johanan: What means 

the text, “For the priest's lips should 

keep knowledge and they should seek 

the law at his mouth; for he is the 

messenger of the Lord of Hosts”? [It 

means, that] if the Master is like unto 

a messenger of the Lord of Hosts, 

they should seek the law at his 

mouth; but if [he be] not, they should 

not seek the law at his mouth. 

(Soncino trans.) 

Instead of translating malach as messenger, the Piacez-

ner understands it as angel, and sees in it a spiritual 

characterization of the true teacher, of the transfigured 

presence that qualifies the teacher to teach and lead the 

community. 
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What, then, he asks, is the case of R. Yehuda ben Illai, 

who resembled an angel of the Lord of hosts only on the 

Sabbath eve, after a hot bath? (b. Shabbat 25b) 

אמר רב יהודה אמר  
רב: כך היה מנהגו של  
רבי יהודה בר אלעאי,  
ערב שבת מביאים לו  
עריבה מלאה חמין, 

ורוחץ פניו ידיו ורגליו, 
ומתעטף ויושב  

בסדינין המצוייצין, 
ודומה למלאך ה'  

 צבאות. 

For Rab Judah said in Rab’s 

name: This was the practice of R. 

Judah b. Il’ai: On the eve of the 

Sabbath a basin filled with hot wa-

ter was brought to him, and he 

washed his face, hands, and feet, 

and he wrapped himself and sat in 

fringed linen robes, and was like 

an angel of the Lord of Hosts. 

The Piacezner asks: Would R. Yehudah bar Ilai be quali-

fied to instruct and inspire his people, if on other occa-

sions he bore no resemblance to an angel of God? This 

question is really autobiographical, as the Piacezner is 

agitated about his own entitlement to his role. 

He concludes that if the angelic persona appears at 

least occasionally, then on other “colder” days, in the ab-

sence of any such transfiguration, the community 

should solicit the teacher, seek Torah at his mouth; and 

thus arouse the dormant angel within him (Esh Kodesh, 

113). If the angel is clearly manifest, the teacher has no 

need for solicitation; and if the teacher never manifests 

an angelic radiance, solicitation will not help. The com-

munity’s solicitation has power, specifically in times of 

spiritual paralysis. 

By way of the idiosyncrasies of narrative, which the 

Piacezner invests with a power of validity, he questions 

his own authenticity; he knows himself to be a flickering 

medium for the divine teaching. In this narrative, his 

community, in seeking out Torah from him, plays a cru-

cial role. It affects his spiritual metabolism – indeed, his 

spiritual survival. He is not a separate “subject,” but in-

filtrated by the presence of others in his world. 

Reading Torat Emet through the 
Piacezner’s Eyes 

Although he does not explicitly quote it, the implicit sub-

ject of his narrative is, I suggest, the “Torah of truth” in 

the previous verse. He knows himself to be a flickering 

medium for the divine teaching. His narrative is pro-

voked by failure. He knows the movements of his own 

spiritual barometer; he is aware of how he often seems to 

lose precisely that stability, that unwavering authenticity 

that should radiate from the teacher of Torah. Even this 

human virtue of authenticity no longer, it seems, goes 

without saying. As Jacques Lacan puts it, “I have missed 

it. There is no truth that, in passing through awareness, 

does not lie….” 

“But one runs after it all the same.” There is a moment of 

revelation, of surprise, in this reflexive narrative: some-

times – lif’amim – the angel within himself is revealed; 

there are times – yeshnam z’manim – he says, when a 

truthfulness flashes forth. Even in the muddiness of re-

ality, a clearing may arise for the occasional flare of in-

spiration. 

Such a “true” moment is a surprise to himself as well as 

to others. A text about the truth of Torah moves inwards, 

into the volatile, valuable experience of a human being. 

If he can be the fuel for such occasional fire, then he can 

be aroused by the desire of others to manifest again, and 

again, now in the language of surprise, the hidden angel 

within. 

 

[1] Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanaly-

sis (ed. Jacques Ellain Miller; trans. Alan Sheridan; The Seminar of 

Jacques Lacan book XI; New York: Norton and Company, 1978), vii [in 

the preface to the English language edition]. 

[2] See the commentaries of Radak, Ibn Ezra, and Rashi. 

[3] When the ghetto was on the verge of being destroyed, R. Shapira 

buried the book in a canister, which was found by a construction 

worker after the war. The book was published in 1960 in Israel. R. 

Shapiro himself was shot by Nazis in the Trawniki work camp during 

Operation Harvest Festival. 

Dr. Aviva Gottlieb Zornberg teaches Torah in Jerusa-

lem at Matan, Yakar, Pardes, and the Jerusalem Col-

lege for Adults. 
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Subjective Dimensions of 
Truth 

Prof. Rabbi Daniel Sperber 

he rabbis have taught us that the Torah has sev-

enty facets, and numerous sparks of understand-

ing are emitted from it. Presumably, this means 

that a single Torah text can be legitimately understood in 

a variety of different fashions, at a multiplicity of levels, 

all of which have a degree of truth. So each person views 

the same scene from different angles and describes them 

with full honesty and accuracy. Yet each description dif-

fers. 

In the human dimension, truth is not absolute but has an 

element of subjectivity and relativity. That is the essen-

tial nature of human truth. Hence, multiple insights and 

comprehension of a single canonic text may all have le-

gitimacy. Thus R. Abba in the name of Samuel could 

state (B. Eruvin 13b and B. Gittin 6b): 

בית    שלש שנים נחלקו  
שמאי ובית הלל, הללו  
אומרים הלכה כמותנו  
והללו אומרים הלכה  

כמותנו. יצאה בת קול  
ואמרה: אלו ואלו דברי  
אלהים חיים הן, והלכה 

  כבית הלל.

For three years there was a dis-

pute between Beit Shamai and 

Beit Hillel, each claiming "the 

halachah is as we say." Then a 

heavenly voice declared, "These 

and these are the words of the 

living God, but the halachah fol-

lows the rulings of Beit Hillel. 

And the Ritba – R. Yom Tov Alshvili (13-14 cent.) 

to Eruvin (ibid., ed. M. Goldstein Jerusalem 1974, 

p.107), writes as follows: [1] 

שאלו רבני צרפת  
ז"ל היאך אפשר  

שיהו שניהם דברי  
אלהים חיים וזה 
 ,אוסר וזה מתיר

They asked the Rabbis of France, of 

blessed memory: How is it possible 

that both [opinions] be the words of 

the Living God, when the one for-

bids and the other permits? 

ותירצו כי כשעלה    
משה למרום לקבל  
תורה הראו לו על  
כל דבר ודבר מ"ט  
פנים לאיסור ומ"ט  
פנים להיתר, ושאל  

And they replied: When Moses went 

up to the heavens to receive the To-

rah, [the angels] showed him for 

every single detail 49 facets to forbid 

and 49 facets to permit. And he 

questioned the Holy One blessed be 

להקב"ה על זה, 
ואמר שיהא זה  

מסור לחכמי ישראל  
שבכל דור ודור  
ויהיה הכרעה  

 כמותם, 

He concerning this. And He said 

that it would be given to the Sages of 

Israel in each generation [to make a 

determination], and the determina-

tion would be according to their rul-

ing. 

ונכון הוא לפי   
הדרש ובדרך האמת  
 יש טעם וסוד בדבר. 

And this is correct according to the 

homily, but in truth there is a secret 

[explanation], (i.e. an esoteric 

one).[2] 

Compare this to Midrash Tehillim 12:7, ed. Buber, 

pp.107-108: 

אמר ר' ינאי לא ניתנה    
דברי תורה חתיכין,  

אלא על כל דבור שהיה  
אומר הקדוש ברוך הוא  
למשה היה אומר מ"ט  
פנים טהור, ומ"ט פנים  

  טמא.

Said R. Yannai: The Torah was 

not given "cut and dried" (hat-

ichin), but for each word that 

God gave to Moses He gave 49 

facets for [declaring] purity and 

49 for impurity. 

אמר לפניו רבונו של    
עולם עד מתי נעמוד על  

בירורו של דבר, אמר  
ליה אחרי רבים להטות,  

רבו המטמאין טמא, 
  רבו המטהרין טהור.

Said Moses before Him, "Master 

of the Universe, how then will we 

be able to clarify the issues?" He 

replied to him, "We follow the 

majority; if the majority declare 

impurity, it is impure, if they de-

clare purity, it is pure."[3] 

That having been said, not all descriptions are concrete, 

and not all interpretations valid. The challenge is to dis-

tinguish between our truths and falsehoods. 

 

[1] Hiddushei ha-Ritba al Massechet Eruvin (ed. M. Goldstein; Jerusa-

lem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 1974),117-118.  

[2] See Moshe Halbertal’s analysis in People of the Book: Canon, 

Meaning, and Authority, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1997), 63-72, on what he calls “The Constitutive View.” 

[3] This text is derived from Palestinian Talmud Sanhedrin 4:2, 22a. 

T 

Prof. Rabbi Daniel Sperber is the incumbent of 

the Milan Roven Chair of Talmudic Research at 

Bar-Ilan University and President of Bar-Ilan’s 

Jesselson Institute for Advanced Torah Studies. 

https://us-central1-bageladmin.cloudfunctions.net/author/daniel-sperber
https://us-central1-bageladmin.cloudfunctions.net/author/daniel-sperber
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Truth Spoken through 
the Humble Human 

Experience 

Dr. Rabbi Elisha Ancselovits 

A Person from Whom People Seek 
Instruction 

n biblical Hebrew, the word “emet” is used some-

times to mean “truth” because it means “trustwor-

thy.” Thus, when Malachi 2:6-7 speaks of a model 

priest of guarded lips from whom people seeks true To-

rah, תורת אמת, it speaks less of an ontological truth than 

of trustworthy [emet] instruction [torah]. 

Psalms 119 (vv. 97-100) tells us how to become a trusted 

person from whom others seek instruction: 

ָך   ָמה ָאַהְבִּתי תֹוָרתֶׁ
ָכל ַהיֹום ִהיא 

ֹאְיַבי   ִשיָחִתי. מֵּ
ִני  ָךִמְצו    ְּתַחְכמֵּ   ִכי   ֹתֶׁ
 .ִלי   ִהיא  ְלעֹוָלם

  ִמָכל ְמַלְמַדי 
ְדו    ִהְשַכְלִּתי  יָךִכי עֵּ   ֹתֶׁ

י   ִשיָחה ִנים  .ל ִ   ִמְזקֵּ
ְתבֹוָנן  יָך  ִכי   אֶׁ   ִפקּודֶׁ
 .ָנָצְרִּתי 

How I love Your teaching, 

She is my conversation all day. 

She makes me wiser than my enemies 

[through] your commandments, For 

to me she is everlasting. From all my 

teachers I have learned intelligence, 

Because I converse on your testimo-

nies. From elders I have learned pru-

dence, For I have guarded Your or-

ders. 

We become such persons by humbly reflecting with 

sages’ guidance on the ancient norms and living by 

them.[1] 

The Importance of Experience 

This is a basic truth. New norms are sagacious only if we 

can estimate their positive outcome based on human ex-

perience with other cases.[2] Principles and logical think-

ing cannot help. As Aristotle wrote: 

[We must respect the] assertions and opinions 

of experienced and elderly people or of prudent 

men… for experience has given them an eye for 

things, and so they see correctly.[3] 

In Jewish terms, we learn from our hoary Torah tradi-

tion.[4] As Bereshit Rabba records: 

רבי חונייא בשם רבי 
תורת  אמר )מלאכי ב(  

אמת היתה בפיהו אלו 
 דברים ששמע מפי רבו.

R. Hunia taught in the name of 

Rebbi: “‘A true Torah was in his 

mouth’ means those matters that 

he heard from his teacher.”[5] 

Misreading the Meaning of the Torah 

So why do moderns struggle with the Torah? One reason 

is because we misread experiential descriptions of crea-

tion and God as historical and ontological assertions. 

Let us reflect for a moment on what lies behind the flood 

and creation stories. Nature can destroy with stormy 

flooding in which waters and land become intertwined. 

Eventually such storms abate, daylight shines through, 

clouds separate from the ocean, flooding recedes leaving 

new plants, the heavenly luminaries become visible, and 

life resumes in the calm waters. Produce, fish, fowl, and 

animals return in the land. We even contemplate how 

our mortal power mirrors the power that moves the 

world (Genesis 1:1-29). In some places, this is a recurrent 

cycle. In the Fertile Crescent, such flooding ceased to de-

stroy civilization (Genesis 9:15). Is any of this false? 

Are Some Biblical Laws Morally 
“False”? 

The other reason we struggle is because we find some 

biblical laws morally false. Even if we err in the academic 

consensus of misreading biblical laws as if they were 

statutes intended to be read literally,[4] how can good 

peoples’ attempts to address conflicting needs of empa-

thetic compassion for all and protective or ethical inter-

ventionist warring be false? Humans, as mammals, will 

always both spare soldiers (Deuteronomy 20:10) and kill 

civilians (Deuteronomy 25:19). The Torah tries its best to 

establish a norm that was the most ethical balance pos-

sible under its conditions. 

A norm can be false only if present technological and so-

cio-economic conditions have made past inescapable 

evils now reasonably remediable, and yet we wickedly 

I 



Torat Emet: In What Way Is the Torah True?   |  27 
 

 

choose not to wisely reapply age-old insights. For exam-

ple, it is false to allow slave ownership in contemporary 

times since current conditions both allow necessary pro-

duction and the powerful to meet their greed without 

owned labor and allow laborers to thrive without a spe-

cific wealthy person investing in them and their children 

as assets. 

Grounding Ourselves in Human Experi-
ence is not “False” 

In short, speaking experientially of existence is “emet.” 

When we squabbling animals suffer worse under a 

drought, readopting hoary psychologically grounding 

and ethical norms is “emet.” As creatures who personify 

everything, appreciating, praising, or praying to Exist-

ence as God is “emet.” Baying, howling, or bleating like 

all creatures (Isaiah 43:20) is “emet.” 

 

[1] Cf. the roughly contemporary Book of Ben Sira 38:24 both with Ben 

Sira 24:23-27 and with Segal’s Hebrew version 51:23-25. 

[2] Cf. Timothy Williamson, “Probability and Danger,” The Amherst 

Lecture in Philosophy 4 (2009), 1–35.  

[3] Nicene Ethics 1143b11-17. 

[4] On the inaccuracy of this consensus assumption, see my article: 

“Second Temple Phronetic Jewish Law,” Jewish Law Association 

Studies 16. 

Affirming the Torah as 
Authoritative and 

Authentic

Prof. Adele Berlin 

hen most people say that something is true, 

they mean that it conforms to real events 

that happened in the past or present, or that 

it conforms to scientific fact. But that definition is prob-

lematic because both historiography (the representation 

of past events) and scientific knowledge are moving tar-

gets. 

Historiography is never objective; it is shaded to convey 

a message or point of view (just consider recent discus-

sions about history textbooks for high schools in the 

United States). The historian must always decide what to 

include and what to omit, and how to tell the story. To be 

sure, we can speak of historical facts; we can agree that 

certain things actually happened. But even these objec-

tive facts are sometimes revised in light of newer data or 

of rethinking the old data. 

Science may be more objective than historiography, but 

scientific facts also change over time, as our knowledge 

of the world expands and is refined. The world is no 

longer thought to be flat or at the center of the universe. 

New hypotheses, many nowadays relating to sub-atomic 

particles or the behavior of genes and cells, are conceived 

in order to explain things that cannot be otherwise ex-

plained. Some of these hypotheses will be proven, some 

modified, and some abandoned. 

While history and science are different disciplines, de-

pendent on different types of data and employing differ-

ent methods and criteria for arriving at conclusions, 

their conclusions are not static. So I find it of limited 

value to measure the Torah (or Bible) against current 

knowledge of history or science, because current 

knowledge is never conclusive. Historical or scientific ac-

curacy is not where I find the Torah’s claim to truth. The 

truth of the Torah lies elsewhere. 

W 

Dr. Rabbi Elisha holds a Ph.D. in Jewish Law 

from Liverpool Hope University, and rabbinic or-

dinations (Yoreh Yoreh and Yadin Yadin) from 

Yeshiva University. 
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The Academic Realm: Encountering 
Authentic Ancient Traditions 

The Hebrew word emet, generally translated as “truth,” 

means “authentic, valid, trustworthy.” The Torah is true 

in the sense that it is the authentic tradition of Israel, the 

way ancient Israel understood itself and wished to pre-

sent itself. It tells the story that defines the people of Is-

rael and sets out the principles that govern its relation-

ship with God, with members of its community, and with 

other peoples. 

The historian and philosopher, R. G. Collingwood, ob-

served that “the important question about any statement 

contained in a source is not whether it is true or false but 

what it means.”[1] When we read statements in the Torah 

as scholars, we seek to uncover their meaning for ancient 

readers or listeners, to glimpse how ancient Israel under-

stood the world and its place in it. For that purpose, it 

matters little whether the facts are accurate. Indeed, in-

accuracies (by our current standards) may be even more 

revealing about the ancient mindset. What are its values, 

its hopes and fears, its understanding of the past? 

The Religious Realm: What Torah 
Means to Jews 

But what about when we read the Torah as observant 

Jews? What does it mean then? In what sense is it true? 

Here we enter a different realm, the realm of what the 

Torah has meant, and means, to Jews. The Torah’s au-

thoritative status, considered a divine revelation, is what 

has made it a source of ongoing meaningfulness. Its val-

ues, its hopes and fears, and its understanding of the 

world—indeed its every word—are not frozen in the past 

but continue to shape the present. This is made possible 

through the art of interpretation. 

As we see from the long history of Jewish interpretation, 

the meaning of Torah verses is elastic and the Torah is 

adaptable to all situations. Thus it has been throughout 

the generations, beginning in biblical times when the To-

rah became authoritative. The Torah takes on a life of its 

own, and, through their engagement with it, it gives eter-

nal life to the people of Israel. That, to me, is the signifi-

cance of the blessing that I opened with: “who has given 

us the Torah of truth (= the true Torah) and planted eter-

nal life in our midst.” By reciting the blessing we affirm 

that the Torah (part of which has just been recited) is 

true—authoritative or divine and ever-meaningful—and 

that it will preserve the Jewish people forever. 

So whether we read it as scholars or as observant Jews, 

the Torah is true, either as an authentic and valid self-

presentation of Israel’s origins and early history, or as a 

primary (ostensibly the primary) and most authoritative 

source of Jewish thought, practice, and continuity. 

 

[1] R. G. Collingwood, The Principles of History, and Other Writings 

in the Philosophy of History. Edited with an Introduction by W. H. 

Dray and W. J. van der Dussen. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999, 

p. 15. Collingwood’s The Idea of History was first published posthu-

mously in 1946. 

 

Prof. Adele Berlin is the Robert H. Smith Profes-
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Six Criteria that Inform a 
True Torah 

Dr. Rabbi Marc D. Angel 

he Torah is true, i.e. a divinely inspired docu-

ment. Since God is true, God’s message to us via 

the Torah is a reflection of divine truth. In what 

sense/s, though, are we to understand “truth?” The fol-

lowing six criteria’s shape our understanding of Torah as 

Truth: 

1. Truth does not mean literal understand-
ing of the Torah text. 

Rabbinic tradition rejected literalism in its presentation 

of halachot, Jewish law. Instead, the Oral Torah pro-

vides interpretations and hermeneutical rules that pro-

duce interpretations that frequently defy literal under-

standing of the text, but form the basis of rabbinic hala-

cha. We don’t necessarily read all the narrative material 

literally either. 

At least since the days of Rambam (Maimonides, 1135-

1204), most commentators do not interpret the anthro-

pomorphic and anthropopathic texts in a literal way; in-

deed, in Rambam’s view, it is heretical to read these pas-

sages as being literally true. 

2. Truth does not mean one and only one 
valid answer/interpretation. 

Chazal, the classical rabbis, understood that Torah inter-

pretation provides a range of “correct” answers. There is 

not one, and only one, correct answer/interpretation to 

every verse/question. Shiv’im panim laTorah[1]— liter-

ally means the Torah has seventy faces, but the point is 

that there are multiple legitimate “true” interpretations. 

But, as Nechama Leibowitz wisely reminded us in many 

of her lectures: there are 70 faces to Torah—not 71! There 

is a wide range of interpretation, but not an unlimited 

range. Even in halakhic matters, Chazal recognized that 

there are 49 ways of permitting and 49 ways of forbid-

ding i.e., truth is not limited to one and only one answer; 

there is a legitimate range of “true” answers 

(j. San. 4:2, Lev. Rab. “Emor” 26:2). 

3. Truth may be derived from a literary/ 
aesthetic approach to the text. 

Rabbi Yishmael taught that the Torah speaks in the lan-

guage of humans, (Sifrei Bemidbar, “Shelach” 112) i.e., 

its words often need to be understood in a literary fash-

ion.[2] While this statement generally restricts interpre-

tations based on “extra” words or letters in the text, it 

more broadly provides a way of reading Torah in a liter-

ary/aesthetic framework. 

We need to read the Torah’s narratives with the literary 

sensitivity to detect when the text is using dramatic lan-

guage or when it provides seemingly trivial details. While 

this does not open the gates to any and all interpretations 

of the text, it provides a wider range of understanding the 

truth of Torah. 

4. Truth of Torah must work with scientific/ 
rational/philosophical accuracy. 

Rambam made clear throughout his Guide of the Per-

plexed that the Torah and science / reason/ philosophy 

cannot be in conflict with Torah. Since God is the Author 

of both science and Torah, there must be one truth that 

underlies both. If philosophy and reason conclude that 

God has no physical or emotional attributes, then the To-

rah must be interpreted based on this knowledge. If sci-

ence has proven something to be true, the Torah cannot 

be interpreted in a way that violates that truth. 

For example, if science has demonstrated that the uni-

verse is billions of years old, then passages in the Torah 

that seem to conflict with this truth need to be reinter-

preted. Thus, the six “days” of creation are more properly 

understood to be six “phases” of creation, with each 

“phase” being of extensive duration. If evolution is 

proven to be true, then God’s creation of Adam from the 

dust of the earth can be understood as the beginning of 

an evolutionary process that took place over vast 

amounts of time. It is foolish and wrong to interpret the 

Torah in a way that makes Torah conflict with the une-

quivocal truths of science and reason.[3] 

T 
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5. Truth = Divine guidance in the moral 
realm. 

The Torah provides Divine wisdom that explains how we 

are to conduct our lives morally. Yet, Chazal (the Sages) 

have already pointed out that the Torah’s moral lessons 

are not always valid and applicable for all times. Ram-

bam indicated that certain laws, such as those relating to 

animal sacrifices, were given in the context of what the 

Israelites of those times could best understand (Guide of 

the Perplexed III:32) . Chazal formulated rules that ne-

gated or mitigated literal application of texts dealing 

with capital punishment and slavery. 

In select cases, Chazal even interpreted laws out of exist-

ence, such as they did with the wayward son, בן סורר ומורה, 

of Deut 21:18-21 who is supposed to be executed, and the 

idolatrous city (עיר הנדחת) of Deut 13:13-19, which must 

be destroyed—declaring that they never occurred, and 

could never occur (see b. San. 71a). 

6. Truth = Our best effort to apply the Di-
vine guidance of Torah to our own lives. 

God gave us the Torah, and also gave us the human ca-

pacity to apply divine wisdom to actual life. The Torah is 

“true” in the sense that it contains divine wisdom and in-

struction; but its “truth” is subject to human understand-

ing and interpretation. 

This is not to grant free reign to human reason to make 

Torah fit into our personal intellectual and moral predi-

lections; but such an understanding should also not cat-

egorically limit the possibility of reasonable human in-

terpretation and application. 

In Sum 

Truth needs to be extracted from the rich mine of Torah. 

It requires human wisdom to properly interface with the 

divine wisdom of Torah. It requires a deep analysis of 

text, a knowledge of the teachings and approaches of the 

Oral Torah, a sophisticated literary tact, a commitment 

to the truths of science and reason, and a highly devel-

oped moral sense. 

Above all, it requires an abiding faith in the ultimate Wis-

dom and Goodness of the Almighty God, Giver of the To-

rah. 

 

[1] The phrase was popularized by its inclusion in ibn Ezra’s Introduc-

tion to the Pentateuch, but it appears earlier in kabbalistic sources such 

as The Letters of Rabbi Akiva (Constantinople ed., p. 12) and The He-

brew Book of Enoch (see Eisenstein’s Otzar HaMidrashim, p. 184). It 

also appears in Num. Rab. “Nasso” 13:15. 

[2] For a scholarly discussion of this concept, and how it conflicts with 

the approach of Rabbi Akiva, see Azzan Yadin-Israel, Scripture as 

Logos: Rabbi Ishmael and the Origin of Midrash (Divinations: Re-

reading Ancient Religion; University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004). 

[3] For a more thorough discussion of Rambam’s views on revelation 

and reason, see my book, Maimonides, Spinoza and Us (Jewish Lights, 

2009). 
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Torat Emet – A 
Challenge, Not a Given 

Prof. Rabbi David Frankel 

n what sense would I consider the Torah to be torat 

emet? First, let me state unequivocally in what 

sense I would not. The Torah is not “true,” in my 

view, in the factual, historical sense. Nor do I consider all 

of the Torah “true,” at least not absolutely so, in the eth-

ical sense. I do not believe that a woman who seeks to 

save her husband’s life by grabbing his opponent’s pri-

vate parts should have her hand chopped off (Deut 

25:11—12), or that it is an abomination for a man to have 

sexual relations with another man and that such a man 

deserves the death penalty (Lev 18:22; 20:13). 

Bringing the Torah Closer to the 
Truth 

I would interpret the concept of torat emet as applying, 

first of all, not to the written Torah on its own, but to the 

Torah as continuously read, interpreted and reinter-

preted by the Jewish people. It is only the Torah that is 

brought into dialogue with the spirit of the Jewish people 

in their struggle to do what is right in the eyes of God that 

approaches the status of “truth.” 

When the rabbis determined that the law of the rebel-

lious son (Deuteronomy 21:18—21) applies only for the 

three months after he turns thirteen, only if both parents 

are living and agree to prosecute him, only if he eats glut-

tonously in the company of a group without a single wor-

thy person, etc. (see Rambam, Mishneh Torah, 

Mamrim, 7) – they brought the written Torah closer to 

“truth.” The implication of this is that what is “true” 

about Torah is not necessarily the content of the inter-

preted Torah at any given time as much as the process. 

Pursuing the Truth in Torah with 
Sincerity 

It is worth emphasizing that biblical מתא  often refers to 

sincerity and authenticity rather than “objective” truth. 

Thus, when Jethro recommends that Moses appoint 

-as judges (Exodus 18:21), he means to recom אנשי אמת

mend people of integrity. Thus, what makes Torah “true” 

is the sincerity and integrity with which one pursues the 

process of searching and interpreting. 

This is why, some interpreters argue, God commends 

Job above his friends at the end of the book (42:7). The 

friends of Job did not speak נכונה כעבדי איוב, which can be 

taken to mean, “truthfully, as Job did.” The point is not 

that Job’s harsh accusations of God’s cruelty were truer 

than the pious affirmations of the friends in the objective 

sense. Rather, Job has struggled deeply and heroically 

for truth. He did not simply accept traditional truths on 

the basis of their authoritative status when they did not 

cohere with his deepest convictions—and for this he is 

rewarded by God.  

The Challenge of Torah Emet 

Finally, if the truth of torat emet depends upon the sin-

cerity with which one struggles with both the written and 

oral Torahs and with one’s inner soul to find what God 

wants from us today, then we must say that torat emet is 

more a challenge than a given. The Torah, then, is 

“truth” only to the extent that we make it so. 

I 

Prof. Rabbi David Frankel is Associate Professor 

of Bible at the Schechter Institute of Jewish Stud-

ies in Jerusalem, where he teaches M.A. and rab-

binical students. 
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The Torah Is More than Just Human

Torah’s Dynamic Truth 

Judy Klitsner 

The Distraction of 
Verifiable/Empirical Truth 

 don’t know, nor am I overly concerned with the 

question of, how much of the Torah is historically 

or scientifically true. On one hand, it is clear to me 

that some of the Bible’s claims, if taken literally, are at 

odds with scientific truth. For example, given what we 

know about origins of the universe, it would be impos-

sible to support a literal reading of the Bible’s account 

of a world created in six days. On the other hand, it is 

also clear that the Bible does include a good deal of ver-

ifiable “truth”: we have ample archaeological evidence 

to support the existence of several rulers mentioned in 

Kings, biblical cities, and much else. 

But I believe that an emphasis on verifiable/empirical 

truth—a tendency exhibited by both traditionalists and 

critics—largely misses the point. 

Rigorous Study Uncovers 
Multidimensional Truths 

I believe that at its core, the Bible’s truths are religious 

and moral; in profound ways, the Bible’s truths address 

the complexities of the human condition. Do we need 

to claim that serpents once had the power of speech in 

order to understand the deep meaning and eternal 

workings of human temptation? 

Long ago, biblical commentators suggested that we do 

not (Seforno, Gen. 3:1). When Rambam (Guide 3:22), 

based on a Talmudic opinion (b. Bava Batra 15a) 

claimed that the biblical character Job never existed as 

a historical figure, he did not deny, nor in any way di-

minish, the enduring truth of the story, in which God’s 

creatures cry out in pain and outrage in the face of un-

just human suffering. 

To me,  torat emet means that the Bible is comprised of 

multi-dimensional, eternal truths about humanity in 

relation to itself and in relation to God. I believe that 

these truths are accessible on many levels and in differ-

ent ways depending on the skills and sensibilities 

brought by its readers. The more rigorously one studies 

and the more one’s authentic self is brought to the ef-

fort, the more of the Bible’s truths will be uncovered. 

Disturbing Passages in the Bible 

But sometimes the messages we uncover do not seem 

to be true in the sense described above, and disso-

nances arise between ethical sensibilities and the literal 

meaning of the text. 

When such dissonances are legal in nature, the Oral 

Law steps in, often interpreting laws in radical ways. A 

prime example is the law of the “rebellious son” who 

must be put to death, which has been interpreted in 

such a way so as to have no practical application what-

soever. But disturbing messages are found not only in 

the Bible’s legal sections; at times, they are evident in 

the narrative portions as well. 

Tanach at Eye Level: Reading 
Narratives without Preconceived 

Notions 

One approach is to re-read the difficult narratives in as 

straightforward a way as possible: before approaching 

them, we set aside all preconceptions, even those that 

stem from traditional readings from earlier genera-

tions, whose observable truths were very different from 

our own. In Israel, this approach is called “Bible at eye 

level (תנ"ך בגובה עיניים). For instance, throughout much 

of history, God’s pronouncement to the woman in the 

I 
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Garden of Eden (Gen 3:16), was viewed as prescriptive, 

or even axiomatic: 

ְך   ל ִאישֵּ ְואֶׁ
ְך ְוהּוא   ְּתשּוָקתֵּ

 ִיְמָשל ָבְך 

To your husband is your desire (el 

ishekh teshukatekh—your teshukah) 

and he shall rule over you. 

Such reading was supported by the discernible realities 

of most readers. Yet when the same words are reread 

through a more modern prism, in which gender equal-

ity is not only possible, but desirable, we are likely to 

note the descriptive, rather than prescriptive nature of 

the pronouncement (especially given the context of a 

descriptive pronouncement to the man in the Garden). 

With this new lens, God’s declaration of man’s domina-

tion of woman may be seen as a persistent, yet lamen-

table reality, open to appeal and reversal. 

Narratives as Conversation Partners 
and Subversive Sequels 

Another helpful approach is to view certain stories as 

conversational partners. Often, narratives borrow each 

other’s language and themes, sometimes to reinforce 

and interpret one another, and sometimes to challenge 

and even overturn one another.[1] I have termed these 

inversions “subversive sequels.”[2] When we tune in to 

the Bible’s internal discussion, we note that the Bible 

often revisits its difficult statements and then broadens 

the conversation on the subject by reworking them in 

new directions. The Bible thus refuses to offer a static 

truth. 

To return to the example of man’s control over woman 

as presented in Genesis 3, Unitarian Bible scholar Phyl-

lis Trible finds the Bible’s own subversive rejoinder in 

the Song of Songs.[3] In the Song’s new and revised gar-

den, the woman declares (7:1): 

ֲאִני ְלדֹוִדי ְוָעַלי  
 ְֹּתשּוָקתו 

I am to my beloved and his desire 

is for me. 

The teshukah (desire) presented in Genesis—that of 

woman for man-- is now reversed: it is now the man 

who has teshukah for the woman. But more significant 

is the redefinition of the teshukah itself. No longer is 

desire used as a means of control; it is now presented 

as a vehicle for greater mutuality and passion in the 

male-female relationship. Viewed in this light, God’s 

statement in Genesis of man’s control of woman is now 

part of a larger and deeper biblical conversation on the 

topic of gender relations. 

A Dynamic Work 

To my mind, both the legal and narrative sections of the 

Bible are wonderfully dynamic. We, the Bible’s readers 

are called upon to do our part in carefully reading and 

re-reading the text and in uncovering its artfully con-

structed internal dialogue. While not all questions will 

find answers, we are bound to discover ever-increasing 

layers of fresh and relevant meaning. The more we 

mine for meaning, the more likely we are to agree with 

the words of the Psalmist, who declared the Torah’s 

words to be enduring, enlightening, and abidingly true 

(Ps. 19:8-10). 

 

[1] Such literary inversions are the subject of my book, Subversive 

Sequels in the Bible: How Biblical Stories Mine and Undermine 

Each Other (Philadelphia: the Jewish Publication Society, 2009). 

[2] For an example of this kind of analysis, see my TABS essay, “The 

Book of Job and Its Paradoxical Relationship with the Akedah.” 

[3] See her essay, “Love’s Lyrics Redeemed” in Phyllis Trible, God 

and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (Overtures to Biblical Theology 2; For-

tress Press, 1978), 144-165 [159-160]. 

Judy Klitsner is a senior lecturer at the Pardes In-

stitute of Jewish Studies, where she teaches Bible 

and biblical exegesis. 
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A Torah of Core Truths 

Prof. Rabbi Andrea L. Weiss 

ibling rivalry, power and politics, the grandeur of na-

ture, the resilience of the human heart – these are but 

a few of the truths about the world and the human 

condition articulated with artistry and clarity in the Bible. 

This sacred document, ink on parchment copied again and 

again for over 2000 years, captures core truths about what 

it means to be a human being and part of the people Israel 

bound in a covenantal relationship with its God. 

A Source of Hope 

 ְי־הָוה ְוָשב  ג:ל  דברים
יָך ת  ֱאֹלהֶׁ   ְשבּוְתָך  אֶׁ
ָך ְצָך…  ְוָשב  ְוִרֲחמֶׁ   ְוִקבֶׁ

ֱהִביֲאָך  ה:ל  ְי־הָוה  וֶׁ
יָך ל  ֱאֹלהֶׁ ץ  אֶׁ   ָהָארֶׁ
ר יָך…   ָיְרשּו  ֲאשֶׁ  ֲאֹבתֶׁ

Deut 30:3 your God YHWH will re-

store your fortunes and take you 

back in love and gather you in… 
30:5 and your God YHWH will 

bring you to the land your ances-

tors possessed… 

These verses, like so many others, tell a story lived out 

by subsequent generations, those who experience 

firsthand the Torah’s truth and power: Exiles who wept 

by the rivers of Babylon return and rebuild a land 

promised long ago, medieval mystics who never lost 

hope traverse its dusty roadways, women and men with 

will and a dream make an ancient homeland bloom. 

A Source of Comfort 

הּו… כה:טו שמות ְי־   ַויֹורֵּ
ץ  הָוה ְך  עֵּ ל  ַוַיְשלֵּ   אֶׁ

  ַוִיְמְּתקּו  ַהַמִים
 ַהָמִים… 

Exod 15:25 …[A]nd YHWH showed 

him a piece of wood; he threw it 

into the water and the [bitter] wa-

ter became sweet… 

The parents of a 26-year-old woman struck by a car 

weep as they embrace the middle-aged mother kept 

alive by their daughter’s beating heart. The widow, the 

cancer survivor, the employee unexpectedly laid off – 

they move forward, one foot in front of the next, trust-

ing that someday, somehow, 

  ַהֹזְרִעים  ה:קכו תהלים
 .ִיְקֹצרּו  ְבִרָנה  ְבִדְמָעה

Ps 126:5 Those who sow in tears will 

reap in joy. 

A Source of Justice 

ֱהבּו  ָרע  ִשְנאּו טו:ה עמוס   ְואֶׁ
  ַבַשַער  ְוַהִציגּו  טֹוב

 ִמְשָפט… 

Amos 5:15 Hate evil and love 

good, and establish justice in 

the gate… 

An indefatigable attorney secures the release of a man 

who spent six years on death row for a murder he did 

not commit. Volunteers at a soup kitchen, marchers in 

a protest, people who speak up and take action in 

countless ways – they know: 

  תֹונֶׁה  ֹלא  ְוגֵּר כ:כב שמות
נּו  ְוֹלא ִרים  ִכי   ִתְלָחצֶׁ   גֵּ

ם ץ  ֱהִייתֶׁ רֶׁ  . ִמְצָרִים  ְבאֶׁ

Exod 22:20 You shall not wrong or 

oppress a stranger, for you were 

strangers in the land of Egypt. 

A Source of Awe 

ה   ִכי   ד : ח   תהלים  ְראֶׁ יָך   אֶׁ   ָשמֶׁ
י  יָך   ַמֲעשֵּ ְצְבֹעתֶׁ חַ   אֶׁ   ָירֵּ

ר   ְוכֹוָכִבים  .  כֹוָנְנָּתה   ֲאשֶׁ
  ִכי   ֱאנֹוש   ָמה   ה : ח 

נּו  ן   ִתְזְכרֶׁ   ִכי   ָאָדם   ּובֶׁ
נּו   . ִתְפְקדֶׁ

Ps 8:4 When I see Your heavens, the 

work of Your fingers, the moon and 

stars that You established, 8:5 “What 

is a human that You should be 

mindful of him, a mortal that You 

take note of him?” 

Astronaut Jim Lovell peers at the earth from outer space: 

“How insignificant we really all are, but then how fortu-

nate we are to have this body and to be able to enjoy living 

here amongst the beauty of the Earth itself.” 

A Source of Reaffirmation 

 ֱאֹלִהים  ַוִיְבָרא  כז:א  בראשית
ת לֶׁם  ְבַצְלמוֹ   ָהָאָדם  אֶׁ   ְבצֶׁ

  ָזָכר  ֹאתוֹ   ָבָרא  ֱאֹלִהים
ָבה  . ֹאָתם  ָבָרא  ּוְנקֵּ

Gen 1:27 God created the human 

in His image, in the image of 

God he created him, male and 

female He created them. 

Every act of generosity, every act of ingenuity, every 

moment of being alive and striving to make a difference 

in the world reaffirms these foundational words. 

These are but a few reasons the Bible merits the title 

ת   .Torah of truth” (Mal 2:6)“ ,ּתֹוַרת ֱאמֶׁ

 

S 
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A Torah that Truly 
Continues to Sustain 

Dr. Rabbi Daniel Gordis 

 occasionally look back with bemusement on the 

period of my life – mostly college and graduate 

school – in which I was overwhelmingly (pre)oc-

cupied with questions of revelation and the authority of 

Torah. Particularly given the challenges presented by 

biblical criticism, finding a “solution” to the challenge 

– one both intellectually honest and with the power to 

provide theological underpinning to my halakhic com-

mitments – seemed critically important. 

Today, that project strikes me as both impossible and 

unnecessary. Central though it is to much of Jewish 

theology, revelation cannot be proven. Nor, though, 

can we disprove the notion that at some point in history 

God shared with the Jewish people insight, command 

or presence – whatever each of us may choose to call it. 

Yearning for God’s Presence 

In those not infrequent moments when Torah provides 

what feels like unparalleled access to the divine, I sense a 

God who gave us a true Torah, asher natan lanu torat 

emet. Love, which commands, inspires, directs and in-

fuses life with meaning as can nothing else, seems the apt 

metaphor. Thirty years after my preoccupation with com-

mand and authority, I find myself yearning not for cer-

tainty but for presence, not for knowledge but for soul. 

 Moreover, in a world increasingly detached from its 

moral moorings, something about the timelessness of 

the Torah’s profound, millennia-old social vision seems 

to me no less miraculous than any revelatory moment 

could be. A fundamental thrust towards human equal-

ity, reverence for the divine and human as ends in 

themselves, the centrality of the family, a focus on rit-

ual as key to fashioning moments of sanctity – all those 

are increasingly eroding in today’s world. – Although 

there are, of course, aspects of Torah which strike us as 

morally troubling – the Torah’s fundamental insights 

on the matters listed above is also part of what I mean 

by asher natan lanu torat emet. 

That Torah has proven itself the sine qua non of Jewish 

survival – communities anchored to Torah have sur-

vived for thousands of years while communities teth-

ered loosely or not at all have ultimately joined the dust 

heap of Jewish history – is, to me, yet another meaning 

of torat emet. 

The Siren-Like Allure of Theological 
Certainties 

Despite the attraction of theological certainties, their 

allure is like that of Homer’s sirens, leading to deathly 

danger. Given what we are now witness to (in man of 

the world’s religions) when communities are built on a 

foundation of theological certainty, I still prefer to 

struggle to hear God’s voice more in the search than in 

the command. 

Revelation through Performance of Mitzvot 

I find myself attracted to Franz Rosenzweig’s (1886-

1929) notion that it is actually through the performance 

of mitzvot that one might come to hear God’s com-

manding voice.[1] Revelation derivative of mitzvah, and 

not the classic obverse, renders a Jewish life less cer-

tain but also more nuanced than the common under-

standings of what “truth” and “revealed” mean. 

The uncertainty about revelation inherent in this posi-

tion used to distress me, but it no longer does. We need 

religious life that seeks not epistemological certainty, 

but communities of learning and practice in which the 

modes of discourse and manners of comportment create 

an abiding sense of God’s presence – and thus, com-

mand. In those fleeting moments of success, we are 

blessed to feel the embrace of torat emet – the truth of 

the Torah that has for millennia been the source of our 

sustenance and survival. 
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Torah Is Not “Only” a 
Human Creation 

Rabbi David Wolpe 

hen discussing the nature of Torah, we had 

best consider the limitations of human un-

derstanding. A two-year-old cannot under-

stand an adult; the gap between God and human beings 

is greater than that between a two-year-old and an 

adult; yet we make pronouncements about God all the 

time as if we understand the nature of God. 

We pretend that Torah was created in ways we 

grasp. That it was written by human beings seems clear 

to me. Modern study has demonstrated that to anyone 

who is guided by evidence rather than priori faith com-

mitment. Yet I believe, based on history, tradition and 

my own study, that the divine suffuses this text, 

breathes through it, speaks to us by way of its rocky and 

unsettling stories. The infinite capacity of Torah to re-

late to each generation is not happenstance but a prop-

erty of its mysterious depth and height. 

Resisting the Reductionism of 
“Only” 

I resist the reductionism of “only.” People are not 

“only” animals, prayer is not “only” poetry, and Torah 

is not “only” a human creation. Judaism helped teach 

the world that the greatest reality is that which one can-

not see. The Torah cannot be captured in the netting of 

critical studies alone, and yet in an age of comparative 

cultural, linguistic and archeological studies, neither 

can we deny its material origins in this world. It is lim-

ited and endless: a cosmic creation that submits to a 

microscope. 

Torah is something better than perfect: it is our prob-

lematic tree of life to be struggled with, submitted to, 

awestruck by. Learning more about its origin does not 

limit its effect. Torah has transformed human history 

and retains the power in an instant or over a lifetime, 

to transform a soul.
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