FAITH AND THE UNKNOWABLE 
By Rabbi David Algaze

“This is the decree (hukkah) of the Torah, which G-d commanded saying: Speak to the children of Israel and they shall take to you a completely red cow, without blemish…” (Bamidbar 19:2)
The law of the red heifer contains a basic contradiction. Its function is to purify the impure and yet the preparer of this solution becomes himself impure by touching it. How could the power to purify and its opposite, the power to defile, coexist in the same essence?  Thus, Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai explained this paradox to his students: “Neither the corpse defiles nor the heifer or its waters purify. Rather G-d said, ‘I made a decree (hukkah) and you are not allowed to transgress my order.’” (Tanhuma)

This law has become the paradigm of all the commandments. The Rabbis explain thus the sentence that introduces the law of the red heifer, “This is the law (hukkah) of the Torah” rather than “this is the law of the heifer” to mean that the law of the red heifer contains all the principles of every other commandment in the Torah. Just as one may not understand the law of the red heifer, we may not comprehend any of the other laws of the Torah. Why would the Lawgiver create laws that Man may not comprehend? Are the laws irrational, lacking any meaning except the fact that G-d commanded them? 

Rashi  explains this verse as a debate between Israel and the nations. “Because Satan and the nations of the world torment the Jewish People by saying, 'What is this mitzvah of Para Aduma? What is the reason for it?" Therefore, the Torah writes, 'This is the hukkah of the Torah.'  It is My decree and you are not permitted to comprehend it.”
 
There are some who would explain this phenomenon as educating us into being obedient of the Supreme King.  By simply following His commandments without our seeking the reasons behind them, we declare our subjugating our will to His. However, Rashi offers us a glimpse that a profound intellectual divide separates the faith of Israel from the other nations.  The nations represent the philosophy that the only acceptable truths are those that can be explained by our reason and everything outside of our logic is false. They believe that they should be able to grasp the logic behind any concept, and therefore demand the reason for the mitzvah. They are unwilling to subjugate their intellect to their Creator, while the Jewish people affirm a faith that is radically different from this philosophy. This arrogance of the nations is precisely what the Torah wishes to counter by giving us laws we do not understand such as the law of the parah aduma. 
This conceit and overconfidence inherent in Man’s belief that he may understand everything is most evident in Western civilization and its source in Greek science and philosophy. The Greeks advanced scientific research by their curiosity in understanding physical phenomena and chart their development and causation. However, the driving force behind this research was the belief that the human mind could understand everything, that there was no mystery that human reason could not unlock. 

This philosophy, represented by the philosopher Gottfried Leibniz was called the theory of “sufficient reason”, namely that everything happens for a reason. Modern science has begun to question this fundamental principle of Western civilization. In fact, many mathematicians today use mathematics to show that mathematics itself has limitations. Kurt Gödel demonstrated that there are certain true statements that may not be proved using the rules of mathematical logic. (Scientific American, March 2006) In general, modern science is altering the simple assumption that Man is capable of understanding everything and that Reason has its limits. Our system of reasoning is incomplete, because some truths are unprovable. The overconfidence in reason known as rationalism has placed upon logic and mathematics, law and morality, demands for consistency and completeness that can never be satisfied. Thus, a perfectly understood universe is beyond our reach. 
This is the message of the Torah. The mitzvoth have a reason; it is just that we cannot comprehend it. The Torah emanates from a Supreme Intelligence and therefore it is inconceivable that this Intellect created laws devoid of reason or meaning. Rather, we must believe that the reason behind the laws is beyond human understanding at this stage in our development. 

The Vilna Gaon compared this concept to looking at a globe and seeing that one tiny dot represents an entire country. We see only a dot but the reality has numerous details, activity, color and dimensions that are not visible in the globe. Similarly, every mitzvah is like a little dot: all we see is the tiny representation of an infinite universe that is beyond our intellect or imagination. 
Rashi said that the attitude of the nations “torment” us with their criticism of our philosophy. Yet, modern science is showing that Israel’s philosophy of recognizing the limits of reason and the acceptance of the unknowable is more harmonious with contemporary scientists than the previous simplistic philosophy of rationalism that prevailed until the 20th century.  The submission to a Higher Intellect makes us more humble before the Creator and more “scientific” regarding the true nature of the Universe. This is the message that Israel delivers to the world: accepting that you do not know everything enlarges you and connects you to a Higher Being.  
