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Let me tell you about my Facebook problem. 

I’ve heard it said that most people who use Facebook  are on it every day, 

That’s me.  I check it out every morning and every evening.  It brings me 

friends from all over the world, people I haven’t actually seen in decades, 

and my family and neighbors as they negotiate their everyday lives. I see 

funny pictures of animals and beautiful places. Somehow, I get interesting 

interviews and stories.  

So what isn’t to like, you may ask? There is this very troubling thing: Lots of 

the stuff I see on it is untrue.  People and businesses circulate stories to get 

clicks and influence politics.  Unknown authors successfully appeal to my 

prejudices to get my attention. 

Yesterday I read a story about a service dog that brought hundreds of 

people to safety when the world trade center went down on 9/11. It told a 

moving story, with a photograph of the actual dog. I heard how a blind man 

had loosed his dog, never expecting to meet it again.   The animal 

eventually came back to his master with rescuers when the blind man had 

lost all hope of survival.  I got misty eyed when I read it. So did the people 

who commented on it.  They had wept like babies. They were proud that the 

dog was given his special award by the New York Fire Department. 

But I have learned to check such things out. 

And sure enough, Snopes.com and other sources told me that all this had 

never happened.  It’s all a lie. 

 



      2 

Here’s the problem.  I wonder if it is alright to read stuff that is untrue, I am 

pretty certain that what I read changes me, even if I am later to learn it was 

not so. And these things are lies.  

 

There is a growing consensus in our country that maybe nothing is actually 

true. I hear it often from young people, who choose what they will consider, 

and what they will dismiss out of hand.  

I hear them say, “anyone can prove anything; there is no real truth. We just 

choose the information we like.” 

I hear “Big pharma lies.  The big agro-business companies lie. Left wingers 

lie. Eco activists lie.  Animal rights people lie.  Right wingers lie. Lawyers 

lie.  Preachers lie.” Maybe they say Cantors lie, tho’ I haven’t heard it yet.        

I certainly notice that people in power seem to act as if there is no such 

thing as truth. Kellyann Conway famously coined the now famous term 

“alternative facts.”  Meaning statements about reality that please her and 

her boss in Washington, but have no evidence.  Meaning they are made up.  

She seemed to say, “because we claim to believe them, and we are 

important, these things we assert are important and worthy of discussion.” 

 

It appears that people in powerful positions, indeed the very highest, are 

not ashamed of lying. 
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On the Emmys Sean Spicer made a joke about the most people in the world 

watching the show.  As he had said about the Trump Inauguration as press 

secretary.  

 

It was funny.  He came out of character, like a kid caught with his hand in 

the cookie jar. Reassuring, really, that we can agree to laugh and finally 

accept that he had lied his pants off.  

   

But I wonder.  Wouldn’t you think that people in powerful positions would 

be the most likely to tell the truth?   Wouldn’t the weight of office inspire 

you to be virtuous, to be careful not to sin in the public eye? 

Apparently not.  

Consider this: If prominent leaders are willing to transgress in this way, 

which everyone can see and judge- what other things might they do if they 

think no one will ever know? 

 

Democracy requires that we seek the truth. There must be a difference 

between what you see in the world, and what you want to see. 

Here’s the problem with Facebook,  And the problem with stuff coming 

from  the White House,  and Congress.  Average people seem to say, “If it 

feels true, then it’s good enough for me.” 

 



      4 

 Victor Klemperer was a Jewish Professor of French Literature who taught 

at Dresden University. He survived the Nazi Regime, and witnessed the 

change in German culture as the Nazis came to power. His seminal book, 

The Language of the Third Reich, describes how language was the breeding 

ground of Fascism.  He says that there are various ways that people can fool 

themselves, and be fooled by others. 

 The first way he calls “opposing reality.”-  When people present lies and 

inventions as if they were verifiable facts.  In the last election, our winning 

candidate made statements that were not accurate 78 per cent of the time. 

 

Surely, we click our tongues, and say this is terrible. Yet, one must ask 

“How could such a campaign be victorious?  Why didn’t the American 

people laugh such a candidate off the podium, and force all candidates to 

tell the truth?”   

Klemperer says the second form of falsehood is “incantation”- meaning 

simply repeating the same fiction over and over again.  Lyin’ Ted, crooked 

Hillary, clean coal, Mexico will pay for the Wall- you can remember a lot of 

them from the election.  Even without evidence, they became something to 

talk about, refer to.  Although untrue, the lie gathers traction on the 

highway of communal life.   

Klemperer’s final step is “magical thinking-” when people embrace a thing 

because it pleases, tho’ it makes no sense.  Like a story on Facebook about a 

dog leading 900 people out of the burning building. Come on.  Really?  
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  Or how about when people embrace a rumor- perhaps a politician with 

ideas I dislike, who has been accused of being a terrible person in his 

personal life. 

Recently kids I know embraced the online story that Ted Cruz put 

pornography on his twitter feed. Which, he did not.  Why did they eagerly 

accept it?   Someone said so, and it felt good to hear it.   

Current investigations may prove a huge number of the lies on the internet 

have been engineered to affect our elections, by agents of the Russian 

Government. Not only traitorous, but morally corrupt.   

What Does Judaism say about the truth, and about lying? Quite a bit.  

Judaism proclaims that truth is universal, and telling the truth is essential 

to a functional society. We are taught to be a holy people, and each Jew is to 

be a priest to God.  Our mission is to remind the world of the eternal things 

that God demands of all humanity.   

And one of the names of God is Dayan HaEmet, the Judge of Truth.  

A person is to extremely careful to tell the truth in any situation, which can 

be very demanding. And dangerous.  

I knew an Orthodox Rabbi who was asked to judge a dispute between two 

merchants.  One fellow gave a jewel to the other to put in a setting.  When 

he got it back, he thought the fellow had switched the gem to one of lower 

quality.  The men disagreed on the facts of the case.  The rabbi had to 

decide. 
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One man said he would swear on a Torah scroll that it was so.  The Rabbi 

counselled him not to do it.  Better to take the loss, than to risk your 

immortal soul.  

Here is a story from the Rabbinic literature on truth.  A man was teaching a 

class on Talmud. While lecturing, his tenant came to him and gave him 

some money for rent.  The teacher was so engrossed in his subject, he 

simply slipped the money in the book and kept on talking. 

Later he asked the tenant for the rent, and heard he had already been paid.  

The Rabbi was so well respected that when he said he had not received the 

money; the weight of public opinion was on his side.  The tenant was 

embarrassed before the entire community. 

A year or more passed, and the teacher was again teaching the same portion 

of text.  Upon turning a page, he found the money.  At once he saw his 

mistake. 

The teacher had a problem.  How do you restore the reputation of a man 

you have publicly shamed?  What gesture would show that you had 

complete confidence in the man you wronged? 

The rabbi gave his daughter to the man in marriage.  He proved his 

confidence in the fellow by taking him into the family. 

It is not enough to trust your memory.  There is an actual truth, and 

sometimes it is hard to construct it. 
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Years ago I worked in a synagogue and ran the youth group.  One week I 

needed 100 dollars to give to a bus driver in cash, as a tip for the weekend’s 

work.  On Friday I asked the bookkeeper for the cash, and she surprised 

me.  She said she gave it to me several days before. 

I didn’t have the money, so I asked her to tell me when I had got it.  She 

said she brought it to me while I was working with my secretary. My 

Secretary also attested to the fact that I had indeed gotten the money while 

she watched. 

I was terribly embarrassed.  I tipped the bus driver out of my personal 

money, and criticized myself for my carelessness. 

About two months later the bookkeeper came to me with a forlorn look on 

her face.  Here is your money, she said   I just found it in the safe.  I never 

gave it to you. 

I was happy I had not lost the money.  And I learned the truth of that 

rabbinic story about the rent money.  People can misremember.  

We may have trouble finding it, but Judaism affirms there is truth in the 

world. 

The world EMET, truth, has three letters- alef, mem, tav.  Alef is the first 

letter of the alphabet mem the middle letter if the alphabet, Tav is the final 

letter.  Everything is contained in the alphabet- it is the world. Our sages 

say this shows that truth is at the beginning, in the center, and at the end.  

Truth is in everything, and everywhere. 
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What does Judaism say about living in a world where there are too many 

people who do not speak truly? 

The Teaching are very stringent, and sobering in the extreme. 

We are told to stay away from lies and from liars. 

EX 23:3, reads, “Distance yourselves from falsehood.”  

“ It is not enough to simply refrain from lying.  One must create a life that 

does not traffic with those who lie.  We may not profit from their lies, or 

we will succumb to spiritual death.” 

 

There is a teaching that liars even exile themselves from their share of the 

world to come. Liars care about the opinions or other human beings, not 

about the response of God, who is the eternal witness.    As they have 

chosen to distance themselves from God in this world, they are to be 

distanced from God in the world to come. Call it poetic justice: the choices 

made in this world carry over into eternity. 

The truth can be like a splash of cold water in the face; one may not like it, 

but it is necessary to wake us up all the same. 
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A physician friend and I were once at a restaurant where she noticed a 

malignant growth on the arm of a patron.  Should she speak up, and spoil 

the woman’s meal?  Or keep quiet and risk the person’s health?  She chose 

to discretely inform the diner of her observation.  She may have upset the 

woman, but she also may have saved her life. 

Truth is a cardinal virtue in Judaism, For the individual soul, and for the 

healthy society. 

And yet, Judaism teaches that one is permitted to stretch the truth in 

certain rare situations, and only for the finest of reasons.   The Rabbis teach 

that Love may be even greater than Truth.  

 

One is permitted to say that a bride is beautiful on the day of the wedding, 

even if one does not truly believe it.  Why? Because the woman is surely 

beautiful in the eyes of the groom, who has chosen to place all his hopes, 

and his future, in this person.  She is surely beautiful to him, and one may 

echo his opinion. 
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Even God might tell a fib to make peace and promote love.   

 In the Torah, Sarah is told she will have a child. She thinks to herself, “How 

can I give birth when I have withered, and my husband is old.”  

God repeats her words to Avraham, but changes them a bit.    Avraham is 

only told Sarah thought “How can I give birth when I am old.”  He never 

hears that his wife thinks he is old. God changes the truth to protect the 

relationship between the holy couple.  

 Aaron, the High Priest, would make peace between quarrelling spouses and 

friends. He would approach one party and say the other one was sorry and 

wanted to reconcile.  Then he would say the same thing to the other 

aggrieved party. 

This behavior was commendable.  White lies can apparently be told out of 

compassion, in the service of peace. 

In fact this has become a Rabbinic law, “Mutar le’shanot mipnei hashalom.” 

It is permitted to change the facts for the sake of peace. 

 I knew a great Talmud scholar at seminary who had been a famous genius 

with a photographic memory even as a youngster in Eastern Europe.  As a 

mere child he was sent from his small town to a famous city yeshiva so he 

could learn from legendary teachers. Before going he was warned, “Don’t be 

too proud.  No one likes a braggart.” 

The boy remembered this advice when he presented himself to the head of 

the Great Yeshiva in the big city. 
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The Rosh Yeshiva asked the young boy, “So you know Talmud?”  

Some, he answered. 

How much do you know? The child considered. 

“Half.”  

“Well, well.”  Which half? 

The boy blurted out, “Oh, either half.” 

He couldn’t control himself, he could only tell the truth. 

 

In the same vein, when prominent politicians are caught telling tales to 

appear modest, I will understand them. 

When they begin to temper their language out of love and caring, we will 

see it, and count our republic lucky. May it come to be. 

As for you and me? We have a responsibility as Jews and as citizens to 

respect the truth, to speak it, and listen for it; to affirm that there is such a 

thing as truth, to be open to it, and search after it. 

 If we err, let us make our mistakes out of kindness and idealism.  

And may we have the courage to speak the truth against deceit. 

 

Ken Y’hi ratson 
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Benediction 

 

It is certainly tempting to proclaim that the world is so twisted that a 

person cannot do anything to improve it. Here is a Jewish folk tale. 

A man collected sticks for a living.  It was a meager and difficult way to 

provide for himself.  Once, walking in the trees, his pile of sticks came 

undone.  All his long labor was scattered over the forest floor.  Exhausted, 

he called out to the Master of the Universe. “God, I am desolate. Send the 

Angel of Death, I cannot bear it any longer.” 

The sky darkened, and the Malach HaMaves stood before him, his black 

and purple wings shimmering in darkness and light. 

“I understand you called for me?” 

The man paused, and said, “Yes.  Would you help me pick up these sticks?” 

May we pick up our sticks, all together. 


