
Kol Nidrei – In Defense of “Truthiness” - 5779 
 
Based on the traffic flying across the rabbinic listservs this year -- yes, such fora do exist -- one 
of the “hottest topics” this High Holiday season is “truthiness”.  For those among us who might 
still be a bit hazy on what this word means, “truthiness” is a term coined (or rather, resurrected) 
by satirist Stephen Colbert to describes things which -- while not strictly factually correct -- seem 
like they should be true. “Facts of convenience” we might call them.  Things like “desserts 
consumed on Shabbat contain no calories”. 
 
Truthiness has loomed large -- far too large -- on the American political landscape in recent 
years.  It is now routinely deployed by agitators on both ends of the political spectrum to rile the 
emotions of their followers.  Its appeal lies in the fact that unlike verifiable claims, “truthy” 
evidence is not easy to debunk since it never aspired to be factually true to begin with. 
 
Pundits, journalists and -- in this season -- rabbis are right to bemoan the partial replacement of 
truthfulness with “truthiness,” and its corrosive effect on American democracy.  But implausible 
as it might seem, I stand before you this evening prepared to defend moving away from a 
Dragnet-style, “just the facts, ma’am” approach to human interactions.  I am going to argue that 
there are times when “plausible truths” might be good enough -- indeed, even preferable to 
unsentimental, verifiable facts. 
 
Before you storm out in defense of fact-based policy-making, let me clarify that I am not going to 
argue for the merits of truthiness in politics, where it has none.  Nor do I believe that we make 
effective energy, education or immigration policies when we base decisions on untruths (or 
partial truths).  Rather, I going to argue that a less obsessive approach to factuality might have a 
legitimate place in our interpersonal relationships, at least in instances in which the relationship 
itself may be at stake. 
 
Let me illustrate with an example from my own life: 
  
I once invited a college friend to visit me in Ithaca, where I was in graduate school.  She and I 
had grown close during a delightful semester-long exchange in Asia, and it had been a few 
years since we had last seen each other.  We stayed up until the wee hours of the morning 
regaling one another – and my current housemates – with our various adventures (and 
misadventures) in the Far East. 
 
My friend was in the midst of sharing one of these stories when an alert sounded in my brain. 
She was talking about an evening – Erev Rosh Hashanah, as it turns out – that we had shared 
together on the side of a mountain in Hong Kong.  Only, we had spent that Rosh Hashanah in 
Korea.  In her retelling of events, another student was present, but I was quite sure that that 
friend had declined my invitation to join us. 
 



She was mangling the facts of my story!  I felt my pulse quicken, my fists tighten. I could hold 
my tongue no longer.  I burst into her narration just as she was sharing why the evening had 
been so meaningful and memorable to her.  Rather than reliving the shared glow of that holy 
occasion, I was obsessed with pointing out the factual details she had gotten wrong. 
 
The evening’s spell was immediately broken.  Our once-convivial gathering turned quiet and 
distant until those present excused themselves and turned in for the night.  My friend left a day 
or two later ending what tragically proved to be the last visit we shared.  We never again got a 
chance to reminisce about what had been a formative chapter in both our lives. 
 
I am guessing that, having heard this example, you can readily generate examples from your 
own lives, instances in which you or someone you were with insisted on getting the facts right, 
even when the correction proved injurious. 
 
Why does this happen?  What drives us to pursue Emet, Veritas, Truth even at the cost of 
hurting someone we love?  What allows us to be driven, almost to distraction, to stand with and 
for the  cold, hard facts, pushing aside our emotions and those of others?  
 
In some instances, our insistence in putting forth the “right” answer might stem from an innate 
competitive desire.  We have been acclaimed for our intellect or knowledge and now we are out 
to prove (to whom?) that we are the “smartest” or best informed person in the room. 
 
In other instances – and this, alas, seldom applies to me – we might be driven by an inner 
meticulousness.  It may just rub us the wrong way to hear a “fact” (as we see it) misstated.  And 
it may seem harmless – even necessary – to make the correction. 
 
Or maybe your motive in correcting a fellow falls in the realm of what Judaism calls tochecha 
(corrective rebuke).  
 
For those who may be unfamiliar with the concept of tochecha, let me provide you with a bit of 
background.  The mitzvah of giving rebuke is found in the Holiness Code, specifically Vayikra 
(Leviticus 19:17), we are taught: 
 

  לא תשנא את אחיך בלבבך הוכח תוכיח את עמיתך
 

Do not carry hatred toward your fellow in your heart, rather rebuke him… 
 
That is to say, “when you see that your fellow is acting in error, set him [or her] straight …”. 
Seems like a pretty straight-forward commendation of truthfulness (in the old-fashioned sense of 
“calling it like you see it”), right? 
 
Well, not so fast.  The rabbis do not allow the statute to stand as written.  Rather, they quickly 
limit tochecha to situations in which the critic can be sure that his or her comments are being 
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offered in a loving manner, and will be received as such.  They caution against offering 
corrections as a way of extracting revenge, or even intervening in a situation in which your 
words will predictably fall on deaf (as opposed to resistant) ears. 
 
You see, “truth” in the case of tochecha is not meant to be an end unto itself.  It is meant to be a 
tool for bringing about betterment in the context of a relationship, and within a Halachic context, 
the relationship is given primacy.  After all, the tradition reasons, without the relationship ein im 
mi  l-daber (“There is nobody to speak with”). אין עם מי לדבר 
 
An even clearer illustration of Judaism’s preference for human sensitivities over empirical reality 
is found in an argument between the Schools of Hillel and Shammai, known as Beit Hillel and 
Beit Shammai.  At issue, in this debate, recorded in B.T. Masechet Ketubot (17a) is how you 
speak (or sing) to an unattractive bride.  Beit Shammai claims that factual truth is paramount, 
that the bride must be spoken of and to “as she is”.  But Beit Hillel argues that on her wedding 
day every bride is beautiful.  The sentiments of the moment outweigh the supposedly objective 
facts. 
 
If Beit Hillel’s arguments, which ultimately carry the day, strike you as overly permissive - 
dangling of the verge of overtly endorsing perjury, you are not alone.  Some of the greatest 
scholars in our tradition were concerned with condoning falsehood in instances in which it just 
happened to be convenient.  They quote Biblical verses back at Beit Hillel, reminding them that 
we are admonished to “distance ourselves from falsehood” (Ex 23:7) and to “avoid speaking 
lies” (Lev 19:11).  They remind their opponents that Truth (“emet”) is actually one of the names 
by which God is addressed. 
 
But ultimately, the tradition’s conclusion is that at times there is a Truth (with a capital “T”) that is 
greater than specific empirical facts. 
 
Judaism is not anchored in fundamentalism, in a compulsive reliance on raw facts.  Our belief in 
the sanctity of our scriptural canon or the vast body of rabbinic literature that relies on Biblical 
verses as “proof texts” does not depend on reading the Torah in a literal fashion – that the world 
was created in six days or that the Land of Israel was once inhabited by giants. 
 
Rather, we are the inventors of Midrash, the project of harvesting sacred truths by reading our 
scriptural canon metaphorically – indeed, sometimes knowingly, deliberately reading “against 
the grain” (in a manner utterly contrary to the straightforward, literal  meaning of the text).  Even 
the Jewish legal tradition at times, depends on giving the literal text some leeway.  
 
Take the example of the ben sorer u’moreh (the rebellious or unrepentant son).  In Devarim 
(Deuteronomy 21:18-21) we are told in no uncertain terms that a young man who falls in this 
category is to be brought before the city elders and stoned for his insolence.  Yet in the Talmud 
(Sanhedrin 68b-70a), the rabbis suggest a reading of this verse that is so limited in scope that it 
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is virtually inconceivable that it could ever be applied (indeed, there is no evidence of a ben 
sorer ever being executed). 
 
To explain the rabbis’ logic, I want to share with you one final source taken from – where else? 
– Midrash, specifically Bereishit Rabbah: 
 
Rabbi Simon said, “When the Holy One, blessed be He, came to create Adam HaRishon, the 

primordial human, God’s ministering angels broke out in a dispute. Some of them 
argued, ‘Let him be created,’ while others urged, ‘let him not be created.’ …  

 
[Speaking on behalf of humankind was] Love who said, ‘Let him be created, because he will 

dispense acts of love;’ But Truth responded, ‘Let him not be created, because he is 
compounded of falsehood;’  

 
Righteousness said, ‘Let him be created, because he will perform righteous deeds;’ But Peace 

rebutted, ‘Let him not be created, because he is full of strife.’  
 
What did the Holy One do? He took Truth and cast it to the ground.” (Genesis Rabbah, 8:5) 
 
The nimshal (“take-away”) from this midrash is that human beings are so fundamentally flawed 
that we simply cannot achieve a relentless and unerring standard of truthfulness.  As we quote 
daily in our morning liturgy (Ps 130): “Who could survive, Adonai, if You held us accountable for 
ever sin?  But you forgive; therefore we revere You.” 
 
The Kotzker Rebbe expounded on the midrash that I cited by asking: “What good did it do for 
God to banish only Truth? Peace, also, argued against the creation of human beings.” He 
answers his own question by noting that most fights are the result of each faction battling for his 
or her own truth. Without the lightning rod of “the Truth”, there is a space for peace based on 
compromise and goodwill.  
 

------- 
 
For God to co-exist with humankind, for us to co-exist with one another, we must be willing, at 
times, to relinquish our hold on specific facts in favor of “Truth” with a capital “T”.  We must 
recognize when we are called upon to be menschen (“descent people”), rather than ge’onim 
(“great intellects”). 
 
In this season, in which we implore God to favor the Divine attribute of Rachamim (Compassion) 
over Din (strict justice), in evaluating our own record … 
 
On this longest of days, when we are asked to recognize and confess our own shortcomings -- 
among these our tendency towards kishinu oref (“holding too closely to our own truths”) ... 
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Can we not find it within ourselves to loosen, ever so slightly, our grasp on factual literalism – at 
least when it advances no constructive purpose and instead leads to strife?  
 
There are a thousand ways to say “I love you” or “Our relationship matters,” and, you know 
what?  Not one of them requires engaging the services of  a fact-checker. 
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