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Once Yaakov had died, Yosef’s brothers feared that he would take revenge upon 
them for selling him into slavery in Egypt.  Rashi explains that their fears were 
heightened because he no longer invited them to dine with him as he used to do 
together with Yaakov when he was alive. They therefore sent messengers to Yosef 
saying:

אביך צוה לפני מותו לאמר. כה תאמרו ליוסף אנא שא נא פשע אחיך וחטאתם כי רעה גמלוך 
לפשע עבדי אלקי אביך ועתה שא נא     “Your father commanded before his death saying

so shall you say to Yosef  Please forgive the spiteful deed of your brothers and their
sin for  they have  done you evil;  so now please  forgive the spiteful  deed of  the
servants of your father’s G-d” (Bereishis 50:16).

Rashi explains that the brothers were not telling the truth, since Yaakov had said no
such thing because he would not have suspected Yosef of taking revenge.

Rashi takes his idea from the Gemoro in Yevamos 65b which, citing this episode,
explains that it is permitted to change the truth for the sake of peace.  One opinion
(R. Nosson) even states that it is a mitzvah to do so, and the Chofetz Chayim seems
to say that this is the Halachah (Hilchos R’chilus Be’er Mayim Chayim I: 8 note 14).
The Gemoro here and in Bava Metzia 87a states that we learn from the Almighty
himself  that  it  is  permitted  to  deviate  from  the  truth  in  certain  instances.  In
Parashas Vayera when the angels came and told Soroh that she would have a baby
she laughed and said:   אחרי בלתי היתה לי עדנה ואדני זקן   “After I am worn out and my
husband is old will I have this pleasure?”” (Bereishis 18:12) When G-d repeated to) When G-d repeated to
Avrohom that Soroh disbelieved the prophecy He said:   למה זה שרה צחקה לאמר האף
Why is it that Soroh laughed saying: “will I really have a child“   אמנם אלד ואני זקנתי
now that I am old?”” (ibid 18:13) - no mention of Avrohom being old. (Actually the
Chasam Sofer, in his She’elos Us’shvos (vi: 59) based on  Ramban’s comments on
this verse that G-d just omitted reference to Soroh’s words:  “my husband is old”
believed that Ramban was not comfortable with the traditional interpretation of
the Gemorro about lying for the sake of peace).

There is an even stronger example quoted in the same place in Yevomos. When
King Saul has shown himself unfit to be King of Israel G-d tells Samuel to go and
anoint David instead and Samuel says:   איך אלך ושמע שאול והרגני“How can I go?   If
Saul finds out he will kill me”. G-d tells Samuel to take a heifer and to say לזבח ליקוק 

I have come to bring an offering to G-d” (1 Samuel 16:2) When G-d repeated to). Here the Almighty“ באתי
did not just omit words that would cause offence but told Samuel to misrepresent
his actions. 

Judaism is  a religion of  truth (אמת).  The Torah is  called But in some .תורת אמת 
circumstances peace seems to take precedence. How can we explain this? Well one
way is that truth is often relative. What we perceive to be true may not be absolute
truth.which only the Almighty knows. The Gemoro (Eruvin 13b) in describing the
disputes between the schools of Hillel and of Shammai says, אלו ואלו דברי אלוקם חיים
“These  and  these  are  the  words  of  the  living  G-d”.  (It  is  stated  in  the  Talmud
Yerushalmi that although the teachings of Hillel generally prevail now, in the times
of Moshiach we will follow the teachings of Shammai). Truth is different to different
people. Beis Shammai said:  כלה כמות שהיא  “We praise the bride as she is”  but Beis
Hillel said: a beautiful and charmingin all cases you say she is] “a beautiful and charming“ [in all cases you say she is] כלה נאה וחסודה 
bride” to which Shammai asked:    הרי שהיתה חיגרת או סומא והתורה אמרה מדבר שקר
What if“  תרחק  she is  lame or blind and the Torah said “distance yourself  from
telling a lie””?  Hillel replied that if someone made a bad purchase in the market
should one praise or denigrate it in the purchaser’s eyes?       הוי אומר ישבחנו בעיניו
“You would say that one should praise it in his eyes” (in other words in the eyes of
her husband she is beautiful) (Gemorro Kesubos 17a).

However there are limits to misrepresenting truth for peace which we learn from
the story of Rav and Chiya (Yevamos 63a).  Rav had a strained relationship with his
wife and often she would do the opposite of what he wanted. Rav noticed that
when he gave her directions through his son Chiya she did what he desired. When
Rav remarked to Chiya that he was able to make his mother cooperative, Chiya
explained that that was because he always told his mother to do the opposite of
what Rav wanted!  Rav told Chiya to stop doing this, quoting Jeremiah 9:4 who
criticised people because:  למדו לשונם דבר שקר   “they train their tongues to speak
falsehood” in other words becoming accustomed to lying.

The Mogen Avrohom (Orach Chayim 156))  states (following Sefer Chasidim 42) When G-d repeated to6)
that only with regard to events that have already occurred may one lie to promote
peace, not with regard to the present or future

So we should be guided by the example of our sages as to when a “white lie” is
permissible.


