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Sometimes, I envy our ancestors.  

 

Imagine that we lived back in the days of the Bible, and you wanted to know 

what’s going to happen. What would you? You would go to the nearest 

prophet, and he would tell you.   

 

The Hebrew word for prophet is “navi,” which means, the one who sees.  That 

word was used in today’s Torah portion to describe Abraham. (Genesis 20:7).  

In Arabic, Muhammed is called, “al-nabiy,” the prophet par excellence.  The 

prophet is a see-er, one who can see into the future.  But the prophet 

doesn’t just see; the prophet speaks. The prophet speaks the truth in God’s 

name, and tells you what is going to happen. 

 

Of course, the prophet does this in order to induce you to behave a certain 

way.  Prophets don’t simply tell you for your own benefit that the stock 

market is going to go up; they speak of the future because their mission is to 

convey the consequences of good behavior and bad behavior. 

  

                                                
1 Rabbi Simon said:  When the Holy One was about to create the first human being, the ministering angels 

formed themselves into blocs and factions.  Some of them saying, "Let him be created," and others saying, "Let 
him not be created."  …  Lovingkindness said: "Let him be created, because he will perform acts of 
lovingkindness." Truth said, "Let him not be created, because he will be full of lies."  Righteousness said, "Let 
him be created, for he will perform righteous deeds.  Peace said, "Let him not be created, because he will 
inspire strife and contention."  What did the Holy One do?  He took truth and cast it to the ground, as it is said, 
"You threw down truth to the ground" (Dan. 8:12). The ministering angels said to the Holy One, "Master of the 
Universe, how could you demean Your very seal? Let truth arise from the earth!" Hence it is written, "And 
truth from the earth will sprout" (Ps. 85:12).  … (Bereshit Rabbah 8:5)  
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As a young person, I never understood the appeal of having prophets around.  

After all, why would we think that they know any better than anyone else 

what’s going to happen? 

 

This past week, I came to understand a bit better the appeal of prophecy. I’m 

sure I’m not the only one.  Wouldn’t it have been nice to know on Tuesday 

what was going to happen on Wednesday, Thursday and Friday?   

 

Before the election, I followed the polls as carefully as anyone else, but I didn’t 

get the sense that it was going to look like this.  People are saying that the 

pollsters -- the modern day equivalent of prophets -- got it wrong.  I think that 

says more about our expectations than about the pollsters.  All we really can 

say is that they didn’t get it right enough for us to feel as though they got it 

right.   

 

So we have been living through a week of uncertainty, a week of lack of 

clarity.   

 

When I first sat down to write my remarks, that’s what I intended to focus on: 

the lack of clarity about what was going to happen, and how challenging it 

was. The need for patience. The need to allow the system to work the way it 

was supposed to work.   

 

But then my attention shifted. Instead of lamenting that I didn’t know what 

was going to happen in the future, I realized that it could be worse:  it could 

and would be much worse if one not only couldn’t determine what would 

happen in the future but also would not know for sure what had happened in 

the past, or indeed what was happening in the present. 

 

What led to these thoughts was one of the speeches that I heard this past 

week; it was the one that our President gave on Thursday evening.   

 

That speech was absolutely breathtaking to me in its sheer audacity. The 

impunity amazes me still.   
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If you haven’t seen the speech; if you’ve been living under a rock, simply go 

online, and listen to the first two or three minutes. That will suffice. 

 

After that speech, I realized that I had a more serious concern than who would 

become the next president of the United States. Believe me: I’m concerned 

about that.  That’s a serious question, and a preoccupying one, but I have a 

more serious concern, and that is: What will become of truth in our 

society?  Have we really gotten to the point where truth doesn’t matter at all? 

Where there is no truth?   

 

It really seems that way sometimes. I have long been a civil libertarian.  I 

believe in Brandeis’s notion of the “marketplace of ideas”: Let all opinions be 

out there, and let individuals sift through them and discern which are better 

than others.   

 

But in today’s world -- a world in which conspiracy theories are alive and well, 

a world of “alternative facts,” a world in which Facebook and Twitter are kept 

busy trying to eliminate their influence -- it is easier than ever, and more 

dangerous than ever, to lie with impunity.  

 

On Friday,  the day after that speech, I waited for a groundswell of revulsion 

and condemnation.  It never materialized. Yes, there were a few -- a handful, 

really -- of politicians who voiced objection to those remarks, but that was 

about it. I would have expected a hundred senators and several hundred 

Congressmen and women. But they were nowhere to be seen or heard. 

 

And that is what worries me.  That is what keeps me up at night. When I think 

about living in a world in which reality itself is considered marginal, in a 

world in which a common understanding of reality no longer exists -- and 

people don’t seem to be particularly bothered by that -- then we’re living in a 

world in which freedom dies.   

 

* * * * * 
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If there’s one piece of advice I would like to give to our bar mitzvah this 

morning, to help him move through this perilous time in which we’re living, 

it’s to read a book by the great George Orwell.   

 

It’s 1984, a captivating novel that holds your attention all the way to the last 

page. It’s a dystopian novel about a totalitarian future. 

 

I remember reading 1984, when 1984 still seemed far in the future. When I 

read that book, my eyes were opened.  When that happened,  I came to a 

conclusion that made sense to me at the time. I felt hopeful.  I thought: since I 

had read George Orwell; since I understood that lying for political ends is evil, 

everyone understood that, and tyrants would not again rise up and threaten 

the world. 

 

That was, of course, terribly naive.  B’chol dor va-dor, omdim aleinu 

l’chaloteinu: In every generation, evil doers are standing by, ready to destroy 

us. Just knowing the danger doesn’t prevent that.  What we must do -- all we 

can do -- is to learn and re-learn again and again the lessons of history.  

 

Those lessons are clear.   

 

Hannah Arendt was a Jewish refugee from Nazi Germany; a social scientist 

who studied totalitarianism. In her classic work, The Origins of 

Totalitarianism, she taught us a very important lesson: 

 

“When nothing is true,” she wrote, “everything is possible.” By that, she meant, 

that when in a society truth is no longer possible to achieve, because the 

efforts to blur the truth, to deny the truth are so powerful, then anything is 

possible -- by which she meant that those with power can do whatever they 

want, leaving the rest of us at their mercy.   
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That’s why a free press is so, so important.  That’s why the term “mainstream 

media” or “MSM” is to me an honorable term -- even though for some it’s a 

term of opprobrium.   

 

Now, some people -- people I know -- aren’t so bothered by lies.  After all, they 

might say, you can dismiss lies. It’s like swatting flies:  You hear them, you see 

them, you get rid of them.   

 

Well, that doesn’t quite capture the threat posed by lying -- the political threat 

posed by lying. Fact checking does not adequately address the problem. 

 

This was the great insight of Hannah Arendt:  When a political leader lies, 

the purpose isn’t necessarily to replace the truth with a lie.  If your goal, 

for example, is for everyone to believe that an election is fraudulent, what you 

have to do is to prove that it is.  That’s hard, when it’s not true. But no, there’s 

an easier, more accessible goal: 

 

“The result of a consistent and total substitution of “lie” for “factual 

truth” is not that the lie will now be accepted as truth and truth be 

defamed as a lie, “ wrote Arendt, “but that the sense by which we take 

our bearings in the real world—and the category of truth versus 

falsehood is among the mental means to this end—is being destroyed.” 

This is crucial for all of us to understand.  After all, totalitarian leaders, as 

Hannah Arendt taught us, understand this quite well.   

If you set as your goal, your only goal -- as authoritarian rulers may do --  to 

raise doubts, to call things into question, to make people wonder, to 

create uncertainty, anxiety, disorientation, then all you need to do is to 

make the charge and sit down. And then, even if people then engage in fact 

checking, it doesn’t necessarily solve the problem.  It may even contribute to 

your effort, for it keeps what may be a wild, baseless accusation in people’s 

consciousness. 
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When that happens, as Arendt writes, that is, when people no longer 

trust that they know what the truth is, or even if there is a truth, then we 

are lost. 

This is a serious test for all of us.  What are we to do?  

The answer, as a colleague of mine, Rabbi Daniel Nevins, put it in an 

essay he wrote this week, is simple:   

We may not be prophets.  We may not know what is coming politically, or 

with the virus, or the economy, or the climate.    

 

But, there is something that we do have: the capacity to understand the 

difference between truth and lies; between good and evil.  No one can take our 

powers of discernment away from us -- unless we give them away willingly.  

 

“Standing in a tide of uncertainty, not knowing what will come next, can be 

paralyzing. We mustn’t allow it to be.  We can commit ourselves to discerning 

truth from fiction, to turn away from evil, and to do that which is good.  

 

“Will that be enough?  It’s the only thing that has a chance, so let’s stop 

trying to predict the future, and start making the parts that we control more 

worthy of our noblest dreams.” 

 

Shabbat shalom. 


