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Integritas 

Once again, Shanah Tovah. 

What an honor and delight it is to be here with you welcoming in the New Year. 

There are of course many differences between the Jewish New Year and the secular new year, 
but both offer a chance to look back and make cultural proclamations. 

When it comes to the secular new year, did you know that a certain group of editors pick the 
word of the year? Or the phrase of the year? No surprise last year’s winner was “Fake News”. 

Of course, many old words have new meanings in our age: 

For instance: 

Mono Tasking – Paying Attention 

Value Engineering – Not Paying For Something 

Water Landing – A Crash 

Fake News -- Lying 

Fake news of course is published or reported information intentionally designed to mislead. Fake 
news has many names: “propaganda,” “misinformation,” “yellow journalism,” “libel” and even 
“lies.” 

  

Here are some examples: 

Pedophile priest with HIV who raped 30 children found crucified outside church. 

Pluto has been officially reclassified as a planet! 

Super Bowl bombing plot discovered! 

But then there are some headlines — actual headlines from The New York Times, The 
Washington Post and other sources that we all wish were fake — but aren’t. Such as: 

Televangelist wants his followers to pay for a $54 million private jet. It would be his fourth 
plane. 

Study: Opioid epidemic increasingly reaching newborn babies. 

Heroin suspected in 20 Milwaukee deaths in 2 weeks. 

If only these were fake! 

Sadly, Fake News is just expanding. 



Just recently, some people have broadened the concept of “fake news” to mean any reports or 
political news that they don’t like — regardless of the veracity of the information. Then, not only 
the news but the source of the news is attacked. 

Now, do you think fake news is a new phenomenon? Think again. The 1796 presidential race 
between John Adams and Thomas Jefferson was notorious for smear tactics carried out by the 
newspapers of the day. 

Jefferson’s supporters let it be known that Adams wanted to be king of the United States by 
trying to marry off one of his sons to a daughter of English King George III, a move blocked by 
George Washington who intervened just in time to stop it, or so the story goes. The political 
conversation remained riddled with false facts, with newspapers reporting, for example, that if 
Jefferson were president, “Murder, robbery, rape, adultery and incest will be openly taught and 
practiced,” that the country would be “soaked with blood, and the nation black with crimes.” 
Political parties owned newspapers in those days. There was no independent media. 

What we need here more than ever is some integrity. 

Integrity is a great goal to strive for, and for a man or woman to "walk in their integrity" is to 
require constant discipline and usage. The word integrity itself is a martial word that comes to us 
from an ancient Roman army tradition. 

During the time of the Roman Empire, the Roman army would conduct morning inspections. As 
the inspecting Centurion would come in front of each Legionnaire, the soldier would strike with 
his right fist the armor breastplate that covered his heart. The armor had to be strongest there in 
order to protect the heart from the sword thrusts and from arrow strikes. As the soldier struck his 
armor, he would shout "integritas", which in Latin means material wholeness, completeness and 
entirety. The inspecting centurion would listen closely for this affirmation and also for the ring 
that well kept armor would emit. Satisfied that the armor was sound and that the soldier beneath 
it was protected, he would then move on to the next man. 

At about the same time, the Praetorians or Imperial Bodyguard were ascending into power and 
influence. Drawn from the best soldiers of the legions, they received the finest armor. They no 
longer had to shout "integritas" to signify that their armor was sound. Instead, as they struck their 
breastplate, they would shout "Hail Caesar," to show that their heart belonged to the Imperial 
personage -- not to their unit -- not to an institution -- not to a code of ideals. They armored 
themselves to serve the cause of a single man. 
(Adapted from General Charles C. Krulak, USMC, Ret.) 

  

The antidote to lack of integrity must be faith in something more than a person, even a leader. 

What is that something? 

How about faith in God, in Torah, in virtue, in the values that matter most? 

  



Rabbi Shaul Robinson, of the Lincoln Square Synagogue in Manhattan, delivered a sermon in 
which he discussed business ethics. At one point in the sermon he asked: “Wouldn’t it be 
wonderful if people could say that a business venture was absolutely proper because Orthodox 
Jews are running it? Wouldn’t it be wonderful if the surest way to attest to the trustworthiness of 
a business was to say that it was operated by Orthodox Jews?” When Rabbi Robinson asked 
these rhetorical questions, the large congregation spontaneously broke out into laughter! 

As Rabbi Marc Angel, in his blog, asks, “Yet, weren’t Rabbi Robinson’s questions pointing to a 
serious issue confronting our community? Why should people laugh when the suggestion is 
made that the most trustworthy and honest people are Orthodox Jews? Why shouldn’t this be 
true?” After all, Orthodox Jews claim to follow the Torah, claim to live their lives in accordance 
with the will of God, and believe that they will be answerable to God in the world-to-come. How 
could they be anything but honest? 

(Rabbi Marc Angel, Jan 13, 2019) 

And yet...this is not an Orthodox problem … this is a Jewish problem. 

How do we ensure integrity? Let’s consider teachings of those with integrity. Here are some 
notable quotes: 

“Integrity is not something that grownups have and adolescents can aspire to. Integrity is 
something that all of us, at all ages, are constantly striving for.” Rabbi Harold Kushner 

“Let unswerving integrity be your watchword.” Baruch Spinoza 

“So live that you wouldn't be ashamed to sell the family parrot to the town gossip.” Will Rogers 

I believe that there is nothing more important than practicing integrity. It is not only the best way 
for us to sleep at night. It will raise the discourse in our country, the trust in each other and 
institutions, and provide a positive, communal spirit. 

As the New Year begins, I invite us to consider how we might up our own game in the practice 
of integrity. It’s not a partisan observation that truth seems at risk these days. My question is 
what part can we play in bringing more integrity to our world? 

I believe there is a story in the Torah that can help guide us in this quest. 

When my team and I were creating the new prayer book we are using we wanted to add more 
narrative from the Torah to give congregations more choices in what to read on the Days of Awe. 
After consulting with a well-regarded biblical scholar, Marc Brettler, we learned that Joseph is 
connected by the ancient rabbis to Rosh Hashanah. Specifically, they claim that he was freed 
from Egyptian jail on Rosh Hashanah. The ancient rabbis made this connection because they see 
his freedom as a new beginning, as the New Year is for us. 

But I also like the connection because Joseph is a paragon of integrity. His rabbinic-given 
nickname is actually “Joseph the Righteous.” Yosef haTzadik. But what made him righteous? He 
didn’t start out that way, as a spoiled baby brother and a tattle tale. 

And yet, when he served in Egypt under his master, Potiphar, and Potiphar's wife tried to seduce 
him, Joseph said no. He was surely tempted and maybe could even rationalize this betrayal, but 



he did not succumb. His actions matched his values. The ancient rabbis even imagined that just 
as he was about to say yes to Mrs. Potiphar, he saw the image of his father and he knew it was 
unforgivable to act in such a way. In a word, Joseph modeled integrity. 

(From Midrash Genesis Rabbah 87:5) 

  

Ironically, Joseph’s actions would lead to false charges and he would go to prison. He would 
then be freed from prison on Rosh Hashanah. 

But even though it would lead him to prison, when Joseph said no, when he aligned his actions 
with his values, he was celebrating a much deeper freedom. 

Much like the freedom that Nelson Mandela displayed in his prison, a freedom he celebrated by 
the poem, Invictus: 

In the fell clutch of circumstance 

I have not winced nor cried aloud. 

Under the bludgeonings of chance 

My head is bloody, but unbowed. 

Beyond this place of wrath and tears 

Looms but the Horror of the shade, 

And yet the menace of the years 

Finds, and shall find, me unafraid. 

It matters not how strait the gate, 

How charged with punishments the scroll. 

I am the master of my fate: 

I am the captain of my soul. 

(William Ernest Henley) 

Integrity ultimately means we take responsibility for who we are and we live a life dedicated to 
the values we profess. Even at great cost if necessary. 

  

A story: Many years ago, Al Capone virtually owned Chicago. Capone wasn’t famous for 
anything heroic. He was notorious in the windy city for everything from bootlegged booze and 
prostitution to murder. Capone had a lawyer nicknamed “Easy Eddie.” Eddie was very good! In 
fact, Eddie’s skill at the law kept Big Al out of jail for a long time. 

  

To show his appreciation, Capone paid him very well. Not only was it the money, but also, Eddie 
got special dividends. For instance, he and his family occupied a fenced-in mansion with live-in 



help and all of the conveniences of the day. The house was so large that it filled an entire 
Chicago city block. 

  

Eddie lived the high life of the Chicago mob and gave little consideration to the atrocity that 
went on around him. Eddie did have one soft spot, however. He had a son, Butch, whom he 
loved dearly. Eddie saw to it that his young son had clothes, cars and a good education. Nothing 
was withheld. And, despite his involvement with organized crime, Eddie even tried to teach him 
right from wrong. Eddie wanted his son to be a better man than he was. Yet, with all his wealth 
and influence, there were two things he couldn’t give his son; he couldn’t pass on a good name 
or a good example. 

  

Easy Eddie reached a difficult decision. Easy Eddie wanted to address the wrongs he had done. 
He realized he was abetting terrible crimes. He decided he would go to the authorities and tell the 
truth about Al “Scarface” Capone, clean up his tarnished name, and offer his son some 
semblance of integrity. To do this, he would have to testify against The Mob, and he knew that 
the cost would be great. 

  

So, he testified. 

  

As a result, Easy Eddie’s life ended in a blaze of gunfire on a lonely Chicago street. But in his 
eyes, he had given his son the greatest gift he had to offer, at the greatest price he could ever pay. 
Police removed from his pockets a rosary, a crucifix, a religious medallion and a poem clipped 
from a magazine. The poem read: 

  

The clock of life is wound but once, 

And no man has the power 

To tell just when the hands will stop 

At late or early hour. 

Now is the only time you own. 

Live, love and toil with a will. 

Place no faith in time, 

For the clock may soon be still. 

  

Eddie’s son grew up to be a war hero, a pilot in the World War Two pacific theater. A 
presidential medal winner. He died defending his country and the city of Chicago named its new 
airport after him. Eddie and Butch’s last name was O’Hare. 



  

I know that fake news is here to stay and that integrity will be challenged time and again. 

But I also know that righteousness should be our goal, and aligning our values and our actions is 
the mark of goodness, or integrity. 

If we are not happy with the state of our political and social culture these days, then let’s start to 
heal ourselves with renewed dedication to the nobility of integrity. 

Let’s follow in the footsteps of Joseph. 

Let’s make the hard decisions. 

Let’s uplift the debate. 

And let’s remember that words matter, truth is not relative, and maybe, just maybe, our acts of 
goodness will tip the scales and herald a return to the values we cherish and the dreams we hold 
dear. 

Amen. 

 


