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It will probably come as no surprise to anyone to hear me say that there 

is a lot of dishonesty in our society.   

 

Just the other day, there was yet another scandal, this one involving 

academic dishonesty at an elite school—which appears to be on the rise. 

(See “Academic Dishonesty Rises:  Studies Find More Students Cheating, 

With High Achievers No Exception,” The New York Times, September 8, 

2012.) As one researcher put it, “there have always been struggling 

students who cheat to survive, [b]ut more and more, there are students 

at the top who cheat to thrive.” 

 

Students apparently need to be reminded that when they turn in work, 

it’s supposed to be their own, and no one else’s.  

 

Recently, there was a story in the paper about a college student who 

would routinely send research papers to her mother (yes, her mother!) 

to review before turning them in – and saw nothing wrong in that.  The 
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student was sent to speak to an “integrity counselor,” because one 

paper, it turned out, her mother had extensively rewritten – and 

extensively plagiarized.  The counselor said to the student, “So, what’s 

the lesson here?”’  And the student responded, apparently completely 

seriously, “[Do a better job of] check[ing] the work my mom does?”  

 
Dishonesty is not confined to academia.  We can hardly follow the news 

without learning of one or another politician, athlete, or other public 

figure who has stumbled badly in this regard.    

 

When we hear these stories, we may be tempted to say, “I’d never act 

that way.”  We might think:  maybe there’s something about striving for 

success--or being highly successful; maybe there’s something about 

being in the public eye; maybe there’s just something about the lives of 

celebrities or certain other people, that makes them more susceptible to 

lying, cheating, and other forms of dishonesty, but we—we’re above that. 

 

We may believe that most people are honest, and there are just a few 

really dishonest people at the margins, and if only we could identify 
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them, and catch them in the act, and punish them, we’d get rid of this 

problem once and for all.   

 

But recent social scientific research has confirmed what Jewish 

philosophers have known for many, many years, namely, that that just 

isn’t true.  Maimonides, in the Mishneh Torah (Hilchot Teshuvah, 

Chapter 3, Law 4) famously tells us that, “throughout the year, people 

should look upon themselves as if they were half innocent and half 

guilty.”  

 

I always thought of this as a beautiful motivating metaphor, but I never 

thought of it as empirically true.  But it isn’t far off.  

 

I recently finished reading a book by Dan Ariely, called, The (Honest) 

Truth About Dishonesty  (Harper Collins 2012).    He points out that 

many, many more people cheat than we might have imagined.  He’s 

done research to back it up.   
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Now, I know what you’re thinking:  “Not me.  Maybe the person sitting 

to my left or to my right, but not me.”  So let me try to overcome your 

resistance to this proposition.  

 

Have you ever said anything like:  “Sorry I’m late, traffic was terrible.”  

How about, “It was good meeting you.  Let’s have lunch sometime.”   

 

How many of us play golf?  Golf has a noble heritage going back to the 

days of Bobby Jones, a legendary golfer.  During the 1925 U.S. Open, 

Jones noticed that his ball had moved ever so slightly as he prepared for 

a shot in the rough and so he called a stroke on himself and went on to 

lose the match.  Later, when people wanted to celebrate his 

extraordinary behavior, he reportedly said, “You might as well praise 

me for not robbing banks.” 

 

But how many of us are like Bobby Jones? Perhaps we wouldn’t be 

willing to pick up and move a ball, but studies suggest that we might 

nudge it with our shoe or tap the ground haphazardly with our club.  Of 

course, there’s an even easier way to improve one’s score.  As the great 
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golfer Arnold Palmer once said, “I have a tip that can take five strokes 

off anyone’s golf game.  It’s called an eraser.”  

 

How many of us have ever been students who owed assignments at the 

end of the term and had to find some way of getting an extension?  Right 

up there with “The dog ate my homework!” is a line that college 

professors often hear, namely, “My grandmother is sick,” or “My 

grandmother died.”  Now, of course, it can happen.  But a social 

psychology professor named Mike Adams looked into this and 

discovered that interestingly, grandmothers who have grandchildren in 

his courses are ten times more likely to die before one of his midterms.  

Moreover, students who are failing are fifty times more likely to 

lose a grandmother compared with non-failing students.   (Adams 

speculates that perhaps his students’ grandmothers care so much about 

their grandchildren that they literally worry themselves to death over 

the outcome of exams.)   

 

Of course, there’s a simpler explanation, isn’t there? 
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I think it’s clear that many of us, at one time or another, alter the truth.  

But though we alter the truth, we don’t alter it by a lot.  We are much 

more likely to lie a little or steal a little.  Not because we’re less likely to 

get caught, but because we can turn more easily justify ourselves.  

“Essentially,” Ariely tells us, “we cheat up to the level that allows us 

to retain our self-image as reasonably honest individuals.” (p. 23). 

“As long as we cheat by only a little bit,” he says, “we can benefit from 

cheating and still view ourselves as [decent] human beings.”  (p. 27) 

 

I’ll give you an example.  “One of the most famously lied-about topics on 

earth is fishing.  A nineteenth century humorist, Jerome K. Jerome, once 

told a story about a young man who … took up fly-fishing, … and decided 

he would never exaggerate his hauls by more than twenty-five per cent.  

‘I will not lie any more than that,’ he said, ‘because it is sinful to lie.’”  (p. 

28) 

 

Whether it’s lying by less than or more than 25%, we do a lot of it.   And 

we don’t just lie to others; unfortunately, we also lie to ourselves.   
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Our focus today is teshuvah, repentance.  Repentance involves openly 

and honestly examining our conduct, realizing that we’ve made 

mistakes, apologizing for them, resolving to change our ways, and then 

carrying out our resolutions.  How can we get past that first step if we’re 

lying to ourselves?  

 

There’s an old story about a man whose son brought home a note from 

school asking him to come in to school with his son the next day.  The 

note said that his son had been caught stealing a pencil from the girl 

sitting next to him. 

 

“How could you do such a thing?” the father yells at his son.  “I’ve told 

you many times, I can get dozens of pencils – as many as you need -- 

from the supply closet at my office!” 

 

And then there’s the story about the man who came up to his rabbi one 

evening just before a synagogue board meeting and said, “Rabbi, I’m 

very upset.  I have a very expensive fountain pen.  The last time I can 

remember using it was at our last board meeting.  I’m convinced that 
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somebody stole it from me that evening.  It’s probably one of the people 

sitting around our board table. What should I do?” 

 

The rabbi thinks about it for a few moments and then he says, “I’ve got 

an idea.  I am about to give my dvar torah.  Coincidentally, I was going to 

be speaking about the Ten Commandments.  As I go down the list, and I 

mention the commandment, “Thou shalt not steal,” look around the 

room.  If there’s a person who doesn’t make eye contact with you, that 

could be a clue.”  “OK,” the man says, and they go into the meeting. 

 

So the rabbi gives his dvar torah, and the meeting takes place.  When the 

meeting is over, the rabbi goes over to the man and says, “Nu?” “Oh, 

thank you so much, rabbi,” the man says. “It worked beautifully.”  “So,” 

the rabbi continues, “did you figure out who took your fountain pen?”  

“Well,” the man says, “it worked better than I thought.  I can’t thank you 

enough.  As you were going down the Ten Commandments, and you got 

to the one about adultery, I remembered where I left my fountain pen.”   

 

Our deep-seated resistance to looking honestly at ourselves when we 

look in the mirror is at the core of the challenge of teshuvah.   



 9 

 

What can we do about this? How can we overcome it? How can we 

get better at looking honestly at ourselves? 

 

Dan Ariely points to three strategies that he says can help us overcome 

our natural tendency to lie, steal and cheat. 

 

First, reminders help.  They help a lot. “Reminders at the moment of 

temptation are surprisingly effective.”  Speaking of the Ten 

Commandments, Ariely talks about how, if you have a person look at the 

Ten Commandments just before a test, he is then much less likely to 

cheat.  The closer it is to the test, the more likely it will have an effect.  Of 

course, it doesn’t always work, but it can help. 

 

Interestingly, we Jews used to recite the Ten Commandments every 

morning as part of the morning liturgy.  If we still did, perhaps we 

would be, on average, more honest than we are. Rabbi Reuven 

Kimelman believes that we stopped reciting the Ten Commandments in 

the rabbinic period when Jews began to understand the Sh’ma to 

include the obligation to fulfill the Ten Commandments.  My sense is 
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that reciting the Ten Commandments would be more effective at 

reminding us to be honest, but saying the Sh’ma is probably helpful as 

well in this regard.  So, too, is the physical act of putting on a tallit, and, 

on weekdays, wearing tefillin.  Regarding the tallit, the rabbis explicitly 

say that “r’iyah m’vi’ah li’ydei z’chirah, u’z’chirah m’vi’ah li’ydei asiyah”—

“looking”—at the “tzitzit”—“brings us to remember, and remembering 

brings us to fulfill.”   So too, when we put words of Torah on the 

doorposts of our homes, we are reminded of the need to be faithful in 

speech as well as in deed.  These daily reminders of Jewish worship and 

Jewish living can help keep us on the derekh ha-tov ve’ha-yasher, the 

path of doing the right and the good. 

 

There’s another kind of reminder that’s pretty important.  Ariely tells 

the story that, when Roman generals had won significant victories, they 

would march through the middle of the city displaying their spoils and 

be hailed, celebrated and admired.  But throughout the celebration, a 

slave would walk next to the general, and in order to prevent the 

victorious general from falling into hubris, the slave would whisper 

repeatedly into his ear, “Memento mori,” which means, “Remember your 

mortality.” 
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That’s not a bad motto, but Ariely suggests that we need a different one.  

He recommends, “Remember your fallibility” or maybe “Remember 

your irrationality.”  Whatever the phrase, he says, recognizing our 

shortcomings is a crucial first step on the path to becoming a better 

person.  (See p. 247) 

 

Isn’t that what we’re doing today?  We Jews extravagantly and very 

publically recognize and proclaim our shortcomings.  What do we say?  

“We are guilty!” “We have sinned!”  “We have transgressed!”  In other 

words, “We are fallible!” “We are behaving irrationally!”  Making such 

statements can diminish our propensity to be dishonest. 

 

Now, of course, saying the words isn’t enough.  We have to mean them.  

A friend and colleague of mine, Rabbi Robert Scheinberg, came up with 

what you might call a “parallel” confessional.  For every word in the 

Ashamnu, he’s come up with an excuse that people might be thinking 

while they’re chanting the Ashamnu.  While they’re chanting, “Ashamnu,” 

they might actually be thinking, “It wasn’t my fault.”  “Bagadnu,” “It 
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wasn’t so bad!” “Gazalnu,” “It wasn’t me,” “Dibarnu Dofi,” “He deserved 

it.”  It goes on and on. 

 

Be that as it may, my experience is that—though we may find excuses 

for this word or that--usually, when we say the “Ashamnu” one or two of 

those words seem to stick.  And we say the Ashamnu so many times—

eventually, it sinks in and has an impact.  (If it doesn’t, just try saying it a 

few more times.)  

 

Second, we should associate with people and in places where we 

are inspired to be honest, faithful and true to our ideals.  Dishonesty 

is contagious. If you see someone cheating, you’re more likely to cheat.  

If instead, you see that most people are behaving honestly, you are more 

likely to behave honestly.   

 

That’s why we are here, isn’t it?  We are hoping that the principles of 

our faith and our people—principles to which we are exposing 

ourselves when we sit in shul, open up the Mahzor, and listen to its 

words—will have a positive influence on us.  And they can.   
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We all stand up and confess together.  That’s crucial. The communal 

confessional normalizes contrition.  Wouldn’t you want to see our 

politicians, our athletes, our business leaders, singing the Ashamnu 

together?  Wouldn’t that be something? Mightn’t that have an impact? 

 

Third, we need to set aside opportunities to re-set our moral 

compass.  If we just keep lying a little, cheating a little and stealing a 

little, then before too long that becomes acceptable to us, and we lose all 

incentive for becoming more honest.   We need to stop and recalibrate.  

Religious traditions are particularly good at helping people do that.  We 

Jews have Shabbat, a weekly day in which we step back from the hurly 

burly of commerce.  It’s a day when we can recharge our spiritual and 

ethical  batteries.  Ariely also reminds us of what we already know, 

namely, that the classic religious ritual designed to help us recabrilate is  

Yom Kippur.   

 

On this day, not only, as we’ve said, do we confess out loud. Not only do 

we do that in a community of people who are committed to the same 

goal.  But through this process we pursue and achieve atonement.  We  

SEPARATE OURSELVES from our dishonesty, our bad behavior.  Having 
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carried out various rituals that symbolically separate ourselves from 

our sins during this season, whether through taking crumbs and tossing 

them into a river, or giving tsedakah or praying, we confess, we 

acknowledge our frailty—and, lifnei adonai, titharu – in the eyes of God, 

we are purified.  We achieve atonement. 

 

That last step is crucial.  Again, research has found that “when …[even] 

big cheaters are given the opportunity to apologize and ask for 

forgiveness, … they stop cheating altogether.”  (Ariely, The Forword)  By 

the time this day comes to an end, we will certainly have confessed, 

apologized and asked for forgiveness numerous times.  We will have 

sought, repeatedly, and hopefully achieved, a jettisoning of deception 

and corruption, and, with that, atonement.   

                *     *     *     *     *     *     *     *      *     *     *     *     * 

This past summer, while I was travelling, I came across a headline in 

USA Today.  The headline was, “Avoiding Lies Can Improve Health:  

People Who Tell Fewer Falsehoods Feel Better Mentally, Physically.”  

Researchers found that when research subjects lied less, they had fewer 

sore throats and headaches.  I kid you not. 
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Is that finding going to motivate people to lie less often?  I doubt it.  

Instead, I hope that we will embrace the system that Judaism has 

bequeathed to us—a system that includes reminders of the need to 

behave morally (and reminders of our own propensity not to); bonding 

experiences with a positive reinforcing peer group; and opportunities to 

“re-set” our moral compasses—and that this system will be a lifeline for 

us, pulling us to a nobler and more virtuous future.   

 

Let’s begin today.  Gmar Hatimah Tovah: May you and your loved ones 

be blessed with a year of truth, honesty, integrity and good health.   

Amen. 


