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William Kolbrener; wdk@kolbrener.com
Athens and Jerusalem, or between Truth and Emes 

Postmodernist Overture: (courtesy of Ammiel Hisrch, One People, Two Worlds):
However, if you say that you are in possession of absolute truth, I find this most troubling—and yes—it makes those who so believe dangerous.  Here is where I raised the thinking of Isaiah Berlin.  Berlin writes: “One belief more than any other is responsible for the slaughter of individuals on the altars of the great historical ideals… This is the belief that somewhere in the past or in the future, in divine revelation or in the mind of an individual thinker, in the pronouncements of history or science, or in the single heart of an uncorrupted good man, there is a FINAL SOLUTION.

The problem is that if you think you have discovered what you call “absolute truth,” everyone else is either in error or blasphemous.  There is no room for other opinions. (Remember we are talking about beliefs, which, by definition, cannot be proved.)  

That’s the thing with you guys—you need, crave, and demand certainty.  Any uncertainty throws a monkey wrench in that perfectly constructed theological edifice of yours and threatens to bring it crashing down.  One loose theological screw, one flawed philosophical nail—and it all collapses.  Hey the world is an uncertain place.  Religion is an uncertain endeavor.  Life is a journey.  
I. Plato

Adopted from Plato’s Republic (Book VI)

The Good                                  Intelligence

Forms                                        Knowledge

*****************************************************************

Visible Objects                           Belief/Opinion

*****************************************************************

Images/Language                       Imagination

II. Face to Face

ספר שמות פרק לג 
(יא) וְדִבֶּר יְדֹוָד אֶל משֶׁה פָּנִים אֶל פָּנִים כַּאֲשֶׁר יְדַבֵּר אִישׁ אֶל רֵעֵהוּ וְשָׁב אֶל הַמַּחֲנֶה וּמְשָׁרֲתוֹ יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בִּן נוּן נַעַר לֹא יָמִישׁ מִתּוֹךְ הָאֹהֶל:
Exodus 33.11: And the Lord spake unto Moses face to face, as a man speaketh unto his friend.
ספר שמות פרק לג 
(כג) וַהֲסִרֹתִי אֶת כַּפִּי וְרָאִיתָ אֶת אֲחֹרָי וּפָנַי לֹא יֵרָאוּ:
Exodus 33.23: And I will take away mine hand, and thou shalt see my back parts: but my face shall not be seen.

II. Corinthians 12-16: Seeing then that we have such hope, we use great plainness of speech: And not as Moses, which put a vail over his face... But their minds were blinded: for until this day remaineth the same vail untaken away in their reading of the old testament; which vail is done away in Jesus…  But even unto this day, when Moses is read, the vail is upon their hearts...

Spinoza, Tractatus Theologico-Politicus: We may quite clearly understand that G-d can communicate with man without mediation, for he communicates his essence to our minds without employing corporeal means.  Nevertheless, a man whose can perceive by pure intuition that which is not contained in the basic principles of our cognition and cannot be deduced therefrom must needs possess a mind whose excellence far surpasses the human mind.  Therefore I do not believe that anyone has attained such a degree of perfection surpassing all others, except Jesus....  To him G-d's ordinances leading men to salvation were revealed not by words or by visions, but directly, so that G-d manifested himself to the Apostles through the mind of Jesus as he once did to Moses through an audible voice.... Therefore, if Moses spoke with G-d face to face as a man may do with his fellow (through the medium of their two bodies), then Jesus communed mind to mind.

III. Between Relativism and Absolute Truth:
תלמוד בבלי מסכת תמורה דף טז/א 

אמר רב יהודה אמר שמואל שלשת אלפים הלכות נשתכחו בימי אבלו של משה אמרו לו ליהושע שאל א"ל לא בשמים היא
T’murah 16a: Rav Yehudah said in the name of Shmuel: Three thousand laws were forgotten during the period of mourning for Moses... They [b’nai Yisrael] said to Yehoshua, ‘Ask.’  He replied: ‘It is not in heaven.’ 
 Bava Metzia 59b: It has been taught: On that day Rav Eliezer brought forth every imaginable argument, but they did not accept them.  He said to them: ‘If the halakkah agrees with me, let this carob-tree prove it!’  Thereupon the carob-tree was torn a hundred cubits out of its place... ‘No proof can be brought from a carob-tree,’ they replied.  Again he said to them: ‘If the halakhah agrees with me, let the stream of water prove it!’  Whereupon the stream of water flowed backwards. `No proof can be brought from a stream of water,’ they rejoined.  Again he urged: ‘If the halakhah agrees with me, let the walls of the school-house prove it,’ whereupon the walls inclined to fall. But R. Yehoshua rebuked them saying: ‘When scholars are engaged in a halakhic dispute, why do you interfere?’ Hence they did not fall, in honor of R. Yehoshua, nor did stand upright, in honour of R. Eliezer; and they are still standing thus inclined.  Again R. Eliezer said to them: ‘If the halakhah agrees with me, let it be proved from Heaven!’  Whereupon a Heavenly Voice cried out: Why do you dispute with R. Eliezer, seeing than in all matters the halakhah agrees with him!’  But R. Yehoshua stood up and exclaimed: ‘It is not in heaven!’  What did he mean by this?  Rabbi Yermiyah said: That the Torah had already been given at Mount Sinai; we pay no attention to a Heavenly Voice...

  
R. Nathan met Eliyahu [the prophet] and asked him: What did the Holy One, Blessed be He, do in that hour?—He laughed, he replied, saying, “My children have defeated Me, My children have defeated me...”
אך לא נתנה התורה למלאכי השרת ואל אדם נתנה אשר לו שכל אנושית, ונתן לנו הקב''ה התורה ברוב רחמיו וחסידיו הכרעת שכל האנושי...ועל זה השיב הקב''ה זהי 

רצוני שתעלה אמת מן הארץ...   
The Torah was not given to ministering angels.  It was given to man with a human mind.  He gave us the Torah in conformity with the ability of the human mind to decide, in accordance with the conclusions of the human mind.  Let the truth emerge from the earth.  The truth be as the Sages decide with the human mind!—Q’tzot Ha-Choshen  
תלמוד בבלי מסכת תמורה דף טו/ב 

אמר רב יהודה אמר שמואל שלשת אלפים הלכות נשתכחו בימי אבלו של משה ...והא תניא משמת משה אם רבו מטמאין טמאו אם רבו טהורין טיהרו
T’murah 16a: Rav Yehudah said in the name of Shmuel: Three thousand laws were forgotten during the period of mourning for Moses... After the death of Moses, if those [rabbis] who pronounced [ritually] unclean were in the majority, they declared the object impure, and if those who pronounced [ritually] pure were in the majority, they declared it clean.  
תלמוד בבלי מסכת עירובין דף יג/ב 
אמר רבי אבא אמר שמואל שלש שנים נחלקו בית שמאי ובית הלל הללו אומרים הלכה כמותנו והללו אומרים הלכה כמותנו יצאה בת קול ואמרה אלו ואלו דברי אלקים חיים הן והלכה כבית הלל וכי מאחר שאלו ואלו דברי אלקים חיים מפני מה זכו בית הלל לקבוע הלכה כמותן מפני שנוחין ועלובין היו ושונין דבריהן ודברי בית שמאי ולא עוד אלא שמקדימין דברי בית שמאי לדבריהן
Eruvin, 13b: R’ Abba said in the name of Shmuel: For three years Beis Shammai and Beis Hillel debated each other.  These said that the halakhah follows their view, and these said that the halakhah follows their view.  A heavenly voice went forth and declared: These and these are the words of the living Gd, but the halakhah in practice follows Beis Hillel.  …Because of what reason did Beis Hillel merit to fix the halakhah according to their view?  Because they were easy and forbearing and they would study their opinion and the opinion of Beis Shammai.  And not only that, but they would mention the matters of Beis Shammai before their own…

ריטב"א על מסכת עירובין דף יג/ב 

אלו ואלו דברי אלהים חיים שאלו רבני צרפת ז"ל האיך אפשר שיהו אלו ואלו דברי אלהים חיים וזה אוסר וזה מתיר ותרצו כי כשעלה משה למרום לקבל התורה הראו לו על כל דבר ודבר מ"ט פנים לאיסור ומ"ט פנים להיתר ושאל להקב"ה על זה ואמר שיהא זה מסור לחכמי ישראל שבכל דור ודור ויהיה הכרעה כמותם ונכון הוא לפי הדרש ובדרך האמת יש טעם סוד בדבר:
Ritva, Eruvin 13b: The rabbis of France asked how is it possible that they are both the words of the living G-d, [when] this one [says it is] prohibited [issur] and this one [says it is] permitted [matir]?  And they answered: when Moses went up to the Above to receive the Torah, it was shown to him on every matter forty-nine ways [panim] to prohibit, and 49 ways [panim] to permit. And [Moses] asked the Holy One Blessed-be-He about this, and He said that this will be passed to the Sages of Israel of every generation, and it will be decided according them.

Maharshal:  Moses never projected opposing perspectives with respect to any one issue but each rather perceived the Torah from his own perspective in accordance with his intellectual capacity as well as the stature and unique character of his particular soul.
Maharal, Derech Chaim 5:17

כי פירוש אין סופה להתקיים ר"ל שאין סופה להתקיים מן השם יתברך, ומחלוקת ב"ש וב"ה אע"ג שיצאה בת קול הלכה כב"ה לא היה הבת קול מבטל המחלוקת מפני ששנואה המחלוקת כי אהוב ואהוב היה המחלוקת הזה, רק כדי ללמד אותה הלכה שהיו חפצים לדעת ההלכה, ואדרבה בת קול היה אומר אלו ואלו דברי אלהים חיים והיה מחזיק את החולקים ולא היה מבטל המחלוקת.
Because the explanation of “its end is not to remain in existence” is that Hashem will not continue to give it existence, and the machlokes Bais Shamai and Bais Hillel, even though a bas kol went out and proclaimed that the halacha is like Bais Hillel, the bas kol didn't put an end to the machlokes…, because this machlokes was very much beloved. Only, in order to teach that halacha that they so wanted to know. And on the contrary, the bas kol said that both are the words of the living G-d, and upheld the disputants, and did not put an end to the machlokes.
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