
Truth and the Grassroots
Rosh Hashanah Day 1, Temple Ahavat Achim, Gloucester, MA. Rabbi Steven Lewis

There is a well-known story about a rabbi who was called upon to settle a difficult dispute. 
The first man made his argument to the rabbi with great passion and detail - this day, this 
meeting, this promise and all I did that I was supposed to do, and all he did that he was not 
supposed to do.  When he finished, the rabbi thought about it and said, “You’re right.”  
Then it was the second one’s turn, and he, similarly, with great conviction and detail tells 
the "real" story and all he did right and the first man did wrong.  When he finished, the 
rabbi thought for a moment and said: “You are also right!”  The rabbi’s assistant, listening 
to the conversation, says quietly to the rabbi, “Rabbi, you said the first man was right and 
now you say the second man is right, but they both can't be right." The rabbi nods his head 
aid says to his assistant: “You know, you are also right!”

There are two great themes for Rosh Hashanah: Judgement and Creation.  The judgement 
theme is more dominant - "on Rosh Hashanah it is written, on Yom Kippur it is sealed."  
While we may think of Rosh HaShanah marking the beginning of a “New Year, ” and we 
say “l’Shanah Tovah!” - may it be a good year for you! We don’t usually relate to this day 
as the anniversary of human creation - which it is in the imagination of our tradition.  A 
midrash, an ancient interpretation from the word to inquire and investigate gives a detailed 
schedule of that, first sixth day of the first week of creation.  The day begins with God 
having the idea of Human creation and then arguing about it with the angels.  The day ends
with the Human being violating the one rule they were given in the garden; being 
judged;  and then being forgiven. 

Rosh Hashanah is the anniversary of day the human being was created, judged and 
forgiven - a long first day!  What links these is that the human being has both free will and 
has some basic behavioral problems.  These predictable human problems are the source of 
the argument described in an imaginative midrash.  The midrash arises out of a strange 
inconsistency in the biblical text when God, who seems to be creating the world all alone 
says (Gen 1:26)

ַנֲעֶׂשה ָאָדם ְּבַצְלֵמנּו ִּכְדמּוֵתנּו
Let us (first person plural)  make the human being in our image (again plural) in our 
likeness (third time - plural!).  What’s a monotheist to do with that?! 

 “Let us make a human being in our image”  Who is God talking to?  So, first answer, not 
too interesting: It’s the royal “we,” that’s just how She talks to Herself while she’s 
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creating.  But a more interesting answer is that this is part of a heated conversation with 
angels. The midrash [Beresheit Rabbah 8;5] begins:

 R. Simon said: When the Holy Blessed One, came to create the first human being, the 
ministering angels formed themselves into groups some of them saying, ‘Let it be created!’
while others urged, ‘Don’t let it be created!’ Thus it is written, "Love and Truth fought 
together , Righteousness and Peace combated each other"  (Which is a very creative 
translation of a line from Ps. 85:11)
 א"ר סימון: בשעה שבא הקב"ה לבראת את אדם הראשון, נעשו מלאכי השרת כיתים כיתים, וחבורות חבורות, 

. נשקושלום וצדק נפגשו אמת וחסדמהם אומרים "אל יברא!" ומהם אומרים "יברא!" הה"ד (תהלים פה) 
 ְוֶצֶדק ִמָּׁשַמיִם נְִׁשָקף:  ֱאֶמת ֵמֶאֶרץ ִּתְצָמח(יב

יג ַּגם־יְהָֹוה יִֵּתן ַהּטֹוב ְוַאְרֵצנּו ִּתֵּתן יְבּוָלּה: 
יד ֶצֶדק ְלָפנָיו יְַהֵּלְך ְויֵָׂשם ְלֶדֶרְך ְּפָעָמיו:)

Love said: ‘Let it be created, because it will dispense acts of love’; 
Truth said: ‘Let it not be created, because it will be all falsehood’; 
Righteousness said" 'Let it be created, because it will perform righteous deeds.’  
Peace said: ‘Let it not be created, because it will be full of strife.

חסד אומר: "יברא שהוא גומל חסדים." ואמת אומר: "אל יברא שכולו שקרים." צדק אומר: "יברא’"
".שהוא עושה צדקות."  שלום אומר: "אל יברא דכוליה קטטה 

What did God do? Took Truth and cast it to the ground. Thus it is written: And threw truth 
to the ground. (Daniel 8:12) Said the ministering angels before the Holy Blessed One: 
‘Sovereign of the Universe! How could you show such contempt for Truth which is so 
essential to You?! [Lit: “Why do you despise Your seal?”]  Let Truth arise from the earth!’ 
Hence it is written, [Ps. 85:12] Let truth spring up from the earth! ֱאֶמת ֵמֶאֶרץ ִּתְצָמח 

R. Huna the Elder of Sepphoris, said: While the ministering angels were arguing with each 
other and disputing with each other, the Holy Blessed One, created the human and said to 
them: ‘What can you do? The human being  has already been made!’

To recap:  God floats the idea of creating people, the angels - representing Divine qualities 
are bitterly divided.  God aggressively removes truth, and while the angels are all objecting
and asking Truth to spring up from the ground, God creates us.  End of discussion.   The 
midrash implies the human being has such a truth problem that the essence of Truth had to 
be removed in order to allow us to come into existence.  
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This theme grabbed my attention this year because our society is in a dramatic moment of 
questioning basic truth claims.  (And this isn’t just a problem for the United States -  one 
of the great conspiracy theories of all time - that the earth is flat, recently got its first 
Hebrew website http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/1.810442).  Now, I’m fairly confident
that the belief that the world is flat as a pita (this being the particularly Israeli spin) is not 
held by anyone in this room - fairly confident but these unlikely ideas have a power that is 
shocking.  The nature of untruth and conspiracy theories (and for flat earth adherents that 
conspiracy goes back 500 years to Copernicus), is that the more they are dismissed and 
criticized, the more plausible and important they seem.  

More so than any time in my life; Truth is up for grabs.  There is a disintegration of shared 
meaning.  So it is truth,  Emet in Hebrew that I want to talk about as we enter into Rosh 
Hashanah.  This is a time for rigorously honest introspection and so a good time to check 
in on how we are doing with truth and honesty.  

As Jewish community I feel we also need to be particularly sensitive to the mainstreaming 
of conspiracy theories. As I discussed on Yom Kippur last year in a sermon about anti-
semitism, one of those conspiracy theories in ascendence has to do with nefarious Jewish 
control of the media and financial system which is responsible for pretty much anything 
negative or scary that is happening or has happened in the last couple of thousand 
years.  As I said last year, this will be an ongoing challenge demanding we maintain 
respectful bonds within our diverse Jewish community and alliances with other groups 
who are committed to standing against bigotry and hatred.  Truth can not be taken for 
granted.   As a people who have suffered such colossal destruction based on lies, we 
should be particularly devoted to the pursuit of truth.  

A first Jewish reflection on Truth comes from the letters of word itself - in Hebrew spelled 
Aleph - Mem - Taf - ,nt.  Two elements here: first that these are the first, middle and last 

letter of the Hebrew alphabet.  Also, imagining these letters as physical objects, say carved
out of stone, these three letters all could stand independently having a base or two legs, as 
opposed to the letters of the word for falsehood - Sheker: -  Shin - Kuf - Resh  rea.  In 

contrast to the letters in the word Truth, these are grouped at the end of the alphabet, and 
all are standing on a single point and so, unstable.  

This ancient interpretation offers a wise perspective on the ultimate solidity of truth and 
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instability of lies.  I love this because it seems so technical but speaks to a yearning for 
some clear physical way to distinguish between truth and falsehood - that something so 
clear and unassailable as the shape of the letters and position in the alphabet could indicate
what was true and what was not.  

I believe that most human beings have a desire for the stability of truth, and, also, we have 
a strong desire want to hear what makes us feel good - stability be damned!  

This is a very fundamental problem.  We don’t like to be told “no,” or be disappointed or 
wrong, and so, to avoid that, we all have an impulse toward deceit. We like best to make 
up, hear and share the stories that affirm us and make us feel good. This challenge is 
embedded in our nature.  We have the ability to choose what we believe and the tendency 
to maintain our order and seeming safety by believing the story we want to hear, rather 
then the story that is true.  

Now the Jewish answer to this challenge of the Human tendency to declare “true” 
whatever makes us feel good, or does not challenge us, is the beit midrash "the House of 
Inquiry." This is the place of vigorous dispute between study partners - havrutot - devoted 
to learning together.   Havrutah is from the same root word as “friend” but the disputation 
in the beit midrash is not always friendly and is likened to martial combat.  The ancient 
image is of two warriors with swords, but in the source of their conflict the swords are 
sharpening each other. Your partner / challenger requires you to make your argument more 
incisive.  Your havrutah is one that knows you and challenges you and will not accept the 
easy answer.  This dispute is supposed to be selfless and honest, the  Hebrew term is l’ 
shem shamayim: “for the sake of heaven." 

The tradition offers a paradigm for a dispute that has integrity for the sake of heaven, and 
one that is self serving - not for the sake of heaven.  The example of an argument not for 
the sake of heaven is that of Korach - who challenges Moses’ authority with a populist 
message: “All the people are holy!” but is motivated by the desire for 
power.  Unfortunately the story in the Torah doesn’t give much guidance for how to 
negotiate a situation like this. In that story, God intervenes and wipes out Korach and his 
followers in dramatic fashion.

What is dispute not for the sake of heaven we have experienced?  Sadly, with every 
political dispute, there is profound and widespread confidence that any position is being 
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offered for selfish and cynical reasons.  

I said earlier that I am fairly confident that no one here would argue that the earth is flat - 
meaning I’m not surprised if I’m wrong.  But thinking about an argument not for the sake 
of heaven I kept thinking of the public debate over the health impacts of smoking.  We 
don’t hear this debate any more. The last time I remember it was the 1996 Presidential 
campaign, where one of the two candidates was saying we just couldn’t be sure if smoking
caused lung disease. That was not an argument for the sake of truth.  That was an argument
for the sake of power and money and who can tell how many thousands or millions of 
lives, in our country and across the world, were destroyed or diminished by that lie? 

The instability and imbalance of falsehood is dangerous and destructive. Our whole lives 
are built on what we think to be true: our health, our families, our security - we build those 
on a foundation that we think is true and solid but if we are wrong, like the tottering 
Hebrew letters of the word "lie" it will all collapse.   

So what is the paradigm of truth-seeking for the sake of heaven?  It is the contest in the 
earliest layer of Rabbinic dispute between Rabbi Hillel and Rabbi Shammai and their 
disciples - called The House of Hillel and the House of Shammai (Beit Hillel and Beit 
Shammai).  As you may know, these schools disagreed a lot about Jewish practice and 
meaning and in almost every case the conclusion of the debate is that practice follows the 
opinion of Beit Hillel.  Here’s the midrash that explains it:

R. Abba stated in the name of Samuel: For three years there was a dispute 
between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel, the former asserting, ‘The proper 
practice [halakhah] is in agreement with our views’ and the latter 
contending, ‘The proper practice [halakhah] is in agreement with our 
views.’ Then, a voice from heaven announced, 

אלו ואלו דברי אלהים חיים הן
Both opinions are the words of the living God

והלכה כב"ה
and the proper practice [halakhah] is according to Beit Hillel

“You’re right and You’re right!”
It’s a critical point here: In an honest dispute, for the sake of heaven, both 
positions can be true with a capital T.
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The midrash continues with the obvious question:
Since, however, both are the words of the living God,
why was the practice fixed in agreement with Beit Hillel’s rulings?! 
Because they (Hillel's disciples) were kind and modest, 
they studied their own rulings and those of Beit Shamai, and were 
even so humble as to mention the opinions of Beit Shammai before 
their own.  

The essential point I want to share is that according to the tradition, it was not because Beit
Hillel was closer to Divine Truth. 

So it’s not just the argument that is important, it’s the humility to try to take the opponent 
seriously and study what they believe.  We need much more of this, much more argument 
for the sake of heaven where getting the right answer is important enough that we’ll even 
show respect to people who don’t agree with us.  Our public discourse is hopped up on 
falsehood.  How do we begin to try to fix it?  I’m really asking.  It’s desperately important 
and I do not have an answer.  

I am not sure, but take some inspiration and direction from the midrash: 
God throws truth to the ground.  
Maybe it’s not just to remove her,  but to make sure she’s accessible in the future.  
Peace, and Righteousness and Love cry out: ֱאֶמת ֵמֶאֶרץ ִּתְצָמח (Ps 85:12) Let truth spring up
from the earth! .  Start small, grass-roots, with yourself, your family and friends.  Let us 
cultivate truth where we are and raise it up higher and higher and higher.
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