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Anne Germanacos is supporting this issue of Sh’ma Now 
to nurture discussion about the importance of truth, 
emet, in all walks of life—including political reporting. 

When God Lies
Amy Eilberg 
 
“Adonai our God is truth.” Twice each day, at 
the end of the recitation of the Sh’ma, tradi-
tional Jews repeat this powerful pronounce-
ment about the nature of truth.  
To say that “God is truth” is to say that truth 
is essential to the structure of reality, central 
to God’s essence and to our own.

Yet Jewish tradition also invites us to consider 
complexities in the nature of truth. Truth de-
pends on context, and it is, at times, subservi-
ent to other values. 

The Talmud tells us that, at times, God lies 
when a higher value is at stake. When God told 
Sarah that she was to bear a child in her old 
age, she laughed, saying that both she and her 
husband were too old to conceive a child. (Gen-
esis 18:12) Yet, when God told Abraham about 
Sarah’s silent laughter, God said only that Sarah 
protested that she was too old, to prevent insult 
to Abraham and conflict to their relationship. 
From this passage comes the rabbinic principle 
that it is permissible to bend or conceal the 
truth for the sake of peace. (Yevamot 65b) 

So, too, Hillel and Shammai famously debate 
whether one must describe a bride as beau-
tiful. Shammai, holding to a high standard 
of truthfulness, says that one must not say 
so when the bride is, in fact, not (physically) 
beautiful. Hillel rules that one must praise 
the bride’s beauty even if this is not objective-
ly true, because the truth would be hurtful, 
and kindness is a higher value than truth. 
(Ketubot 17a)   

A remarkable rabbinic midrash imagines that, 
during the Creation of the earth, groups of 
angels debated God’s intention to create hu-
manity. The angel of loving-kindness argued 
that God should create Adam and Eve, for 
humans would bring kindness into the world. 
The angel of truth argued that God should 
not create humanity, “because humans are 
falsehood.” (Genesis Rabbah 8:5) The message 
of the angel of truth is severe but cogent. If 

truth were an absolute value, why would God 
create a creature prone to falsehood? Accord-
ing to the midrash, God chooses to create 
people and forces truth to live in relationship 
with imperfect human creatures on earth. 

Truth exists in relationship to other values, 
and it is dependent on context and perspec-
tive. In situations of conflict, each party 
invariably finds some facts of the story more 
salient than others and interprets commonly 
held facts differently. If the two sides agreed 
about what went wrong, there would be no 
conflict. So, too, the “facts” of a situation 
are, by definition, understood differently on 
opposite sides of an ideological divide.

Surely, one may not carelessly lie for selfish 
reasons. And we are rightly outraged when 
ideology drives people to deny or distort 
demonstrable facts. But the truth is, all of us lie 
or conceal things at times, and we certainly ex-
aggerate and choose selectively from the “facts” 
in constructing our own ideological narratives.

We live in a time of unprecedented chal-
lenges to truth in contemporary American 
politics. As many have observed, truth is as 
essential a condition for democracy as it is for 
moral living. Our tradition requires us to be 
honest about when we distort the truth about 
the political other in order to score points 
or to confirm our own biases, or to bend the 
truth for personal self-aggrandizement.  

As agents of the divine on earth, we are to 
defend the essential value of truth, but not by 
denigrating and degrading the other. A deeper 
truth emerges only when truth and kindness 
go hand in hand, as the psalmist said: “Kind-
ness and truth have met.” (Psalms 85:11) 
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Meesh Hammer-Kossoy:  First, allow me to substantiate the claim that my col-
league Rabbi Daniel Roth attributed to me: The ideals of justice and peace often conflict 
with one another.  Indeed, the Talmud sets up a sharp dichotomy between them: “Moses 
would declare ‘Let justice split the mountain.’ On the contrary, Aaron loved peace, pursued 
peace, and negotiated peace between people.” (Sanhedrin 6b) Justice is understood here 

as an act that splits mountains, or, in other words, something that unyieldingly separates things — right 
from wrong, winners from losers. Peace, on the other hand, is negotiated between people through com-
promise, who must relinquish a deeply held value in exchange for ending a conflict. 

NiSh’ma
On this page, we offer three takes on a stunning verse from Psalms about the delicate balance between truth, loving-kindness, 
justice, and peace. Our commentators reflect on the story of the angels Truth and Peace arguing with the angels Loving- 
kindness and Justice as God ponders our Creation. Our online version is interactive, and we welcome your comments.  —S.B.

Daniel Roth: Can we truly be both pursuers of peace 
and pursuers of justice? Several years ago, I bumped into my 
colleague Rabbi Meesh Hammer-Kossoy and told her about 
a track of courses on peace and conflict I was developing to 
augment her teaching on justice at the Pardes Institute of 

Jewish Studies in Jerusalem. I was stunned by 
her response: “Well, it looks like you and I are 
going to have some conflict!” For me, mediation 
and peace-building went hand-in-hand with 
justice work. For Meesh, as she later explained, 
justice and peace were more often than not in 
opposition with one another.      

I later learned that this was an ancient disagree-
ment. While I believe, in certain circumstances, 
we must take a stand on what is right in order 
to advocate for justice, I often seek to identify 
the conflicting perceptions of justice in order 

Elisheva Goldberg: Psalms 85:11 lays out four of 
Judaism’s highest values: loving-kindness, truth, justice, 
and peace. Rabbi Meesh Hammer-Kossoy and Rabbi Daniel 
Roth explain how peace and justice are often at odds. But 
must truth also act as a foil to loving-kindness? 

Our rabbis teach that truth belongs to 
God and must literally fall from heaven: 
“…a note fell from Heaven upon which 
‘Truth’ was written. Rabbi Hanina said, 
‘Learn from it that the signature of God 
is Truth.’” (Yoma 69b) Truth is so much 
God’s arena that Rabbi Hanina could not 
understand how perfect, flawless Truth 
could possibly have come from anywhere 
but the True King Himself.

In contrast, loving-kindness is entire-
ly human; it acts as a conduit for the 

Elisheva Goldberg thinks and writes about 
Judaism, Israel, and Palestine. She most 
recently served as an aide to Israeli oppo-
sition leader Tzipi Livni. 

Rabbi Daniel Roth is the founder and director of the Pardes Center for Judaism and Conflict Resolution and the 
9Adar Project: Jewish Week of Constructive Conflict. To find out more, go to 9Adar.org. 

above-mentioned, otherworldly truths. 
When Jacob asks Joseph to bring his bones 
up from Egypt, the task is labeled as one 
of “loving-kindness and truth.” (Genesis 
48:29) The medieval commentator Rabbi 
David Kimhi (known as RaDaK) explains 
that “loving-kindness” is what we might 
call “the extra mile” — a sympathetic 
move, an act propelled by the heart, a 
clear expression of humanity.

While such pure humanness and pure 
godliness might thus appear as opposites, 
the rabbis tell us that when truth and 
loving-kindness combine, they “atone 
for sin.” (Brachot 5b) To balance accuracy 
with sympathy, to acknowledge truth 
while allowing space for loving-kindness, 
is to come to a place of forgiveness — it 
is to be able to move on. 

Loving-kindness and truth meet;  
justice and peace kiss.

Psalms 85:11    

ֶחֶסד ֶוֱאֶמת ִנְפָּגׁשּו;
ֶצֶדק ְוָׁשלֹום ָנָׁשקּו.

Rabbi Meesh Hammer-Kossoy teaches Talmud and directs the Social Justice Track at the Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies.  

to pursue a deeper understanding. Then, we can try to balance between these conflicting perceptions in 
order to bring about peace. The psalmist writes, “Loving-kindness and truth meet (nifgashu); justice and 
peace kiss (nashaku).” (Psalms 85:11) A midrash uses this same verse to describe the significance of the 
loving encounter between Moses, the ultimate pursuer of justice, and Aaron, the paradigmatic pursuer 
of peace, when they meet for the first time after many years and kiss. (Exodus 4:27, Exodus Rabbah 5:10) 

Another way to interpret this verse, however, is found in a powerful midrash on Creation. Rabbi Simon 
employs it to describe the fierce debate between the angels in the heavenly court regarding the Creation 
of humanity. The angels Loving-kindness (Chesed) and Justice (Tzedek) argued that humans should be 
created since they would do many acts of loving-kindness and justice. But the angels Truth (Emet) and 
Peace (Shalom) objected, asserting that humans would be full of lies and conflicts. This midrash interpreted 
the word “nifgashu” in the verse not as “meeting,” but rather as Loving-kindness and Truth opposing 
one another; the word “nashaku” was translated not as a “kiss” but as a clash between justice and peace. 
(Genesis Rabbah 8:5; Commentary of Rabbi Moshe Alshich on Psalms 85:11) This midrash understood how 
these values were opposed to one another and therefore interpreted the verse to reflect that relationship.  

Today, with the sharp rise in clashes between people’s perceptions of justice, there is an even greater need for 
people to be pursuers of peace — to embrace both of these values even when they conflict with one another.  
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As a further example, the Torah details a bombastic, uncompromising, utopian plan for egalitarian justice — the redistribution of property represented 
in Shabbat (which commands universal rest), the sabbatical year (which demands loan forgiveness and land sharing), and Jubilee cycles (which legislate 
a return to ancestral plots of equal portions). And this is where I want to acknowledge Daniel’s claim that, sometimes, working for justice demands 
settling peacefully. The problem was, it didn’t work. The rich simply refused to lend to the poor. And without credit, the poor confronted even greater 
challenges because of the sabbatical legislation meant to empower them.

In trying to solve the credit crunch, the rabbis charted a middle ground between justice and peace, and, in doing so, reconciled themselves to incremental 
justice. In the name of tikkun olam, Hillel permitted lenders to circumvent the principled biblical call for loan forgiveness, thus making credit available 
to the poor. (Gittin 4:3) Absolute justice? Not exactly. But it was Hillel’s best effort to achieve economic opportunity for the poor, which was one of the 
ultimate goals of the sabbatical year. 

http://9Adar.org
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Speaking, and Being Heard
Toba Spitzer 

When the invitation came to reflect on how 
I, as a congregational rabbi, approach the 
idea of “speaking truth to power,” I began 
to search for the roots of this phrase. I was 
pleasantly surprised to find that it originally 
emerged in a pacifist context. First attributed 
to the civil rights and economic justice ac-
tivist Bayard Rustin in 1942, it made its way 
into the title of a seminal Quaker document 
published in 1955: Speak Truth to Power: A 
Quaker Search for an Alternative to Violence. 
The “truth” referred to is a commitment to 
pacifism in dealing with international affairs 
(specifically, the Cold War with the Soviet 
Union), and to a complete rejection of  
violence as a means to any end, grounded in 
Christian principles of love. The “power” of 
the title includes politicians and other lead-
ers who wield social and political power, the 
American populace who ultimately judge the 
political leaders, and the notion of “power” 
itself. And “speaking” apparently refers not 
just to the act of professing certain beliefs, 
but also to the imperative of living those 
beliefs, in an effort to transform societal un-
derstandings of war and peace.

Today, the phrase “speak truth to power”  
often suggests “speaking up” — having the 
courage to speak out against perceived in-
justice, with the target being those in power 
who are deemed responsible for the injustice. 
Sometimes, it means giving voice to those 
who have been marginalized and silenced. 
Sometimes, it suggests articulating a view 
that clashes with the majority opinion about 
“how things are.” In the era of the Trump 
administration and a media landscape in 
which even the most basic facts are contest-
ed, the very notion of “speaking truth” has 
taken on new and urgent meaning. 

As a congregational rabbi, I am most often 
speaking to my congregants — not to dis-
tant politicians or corporate heads. Often, 
the “truths” I offer  are not facts, but frames, 
ways of understanding or interpreting  

experience in order to arrive at deeper truths. 
And as for “power” — what is my power, in 
particular, the power of my speech?  In Jew-
ish tradition, words have the power to create 
and to destroy. What kind of power might 
my words yield, and to what purpose?

Pounding the pulpit to speak a “truth” to 
an audience sitting in the pews in front of 
me, many of whom already agree with me, 
is not the best use of my words. The sources 
of political and economic power are distant 
and, in those moments, I’m seeking a trans-
formation in the minds and hearts of those 
in my community. Then, I find it helpful 
to think of myself as my primary audience. 
What do I need to hear? Where are my 
own blind spots, misconceptions, failures 
of heart and mind? When do I need a chal-
lenge, and when some encouragement?

This does not mean that I avoid politi-
cal topics or issues that are potentially 
contentious. Rather, I try to address such 
issues in a way that opens up new ave-
nues of thinking and new possibilities for 
transformation. I attempt to do this in 
a way similar to the way the authors of 
Speak Truth to Power attempted to articu-
late an often-misunderstood perspective 
on the power of love and nonviolence in 
order to effect worldwide change. To do 
this, my audience needs to be able to hear 
my words. This is a central challenge of 
“speaking truth to power”:  If I am “speak-
ing,” but no one is taking in what I am 
saying, then what am I accomplishing with 
my speech (beyond making myself feel bet-
ter)? And if I am only saying things that 
my listeners already agree with, then what 
is the point of my talking at all?

I know that in my own journey of trans-
formation, my teachers have been those 
who speak from their hearts to mine. Even 
when they are saying things that challenge 
me, they are at the same time inviting me 
in, daring me to open my heart in new 
ways, and promising me that once we 
embark on the work of justice and love to-
gether, my own liberation is at hand. 

Ultimately, I believe that “speaking truth” 
not only challenges power, but also harness-
es it for the good. It is a multi-vocal speaking; 
a conversation more than a monologue. It is a 
speaking in which we courageously hear and 
challenge one another. Then, we are open to 
rethinking and reimagining what is possible.

When Truth Comes  
Too Easily
Marc J. Margolius 

In our era of “alternative facts” and “fake 
news,” renewing our commitment to the 
middah (spiritual/ethical quality) of emet/truth 
takes on particular urgency. But in Jewish 
tradition, even this apparently straightforward 
value resists simplification. While rabbinic 
sources exhort us to practice truthfulness, 
they also caution that competing core values 
— such as protecting others from shame 
and financial loss, or preserving shalom bayit 
(peace in the home) — may justify bending 
the literal truth. Truth is not an absolute 
value; it must comport with and serve ends 
that are compassionate and just.

By allowing literal truth to be bent for 
the sake of a higher purpose, the rabbis 
recognized the complexity of the subject. 
Their rationale also established the danger 
of self-justifying dishonesty. Avoiding this 
pitfall demands a high level of self-awareness 
and discernment. In parshat Shoftim, Moses 
instructs the Israelites to appoint “judges 
and officers in all your gates.” (Deuteronomy 
16:18) The Jewish mystical tradition 
understands that “gates” are both the 
municipal gates where judicial officers would 
sit and, symbolically, the internal portals 
connecting our inner and outer worlds. In 
the Mei HaShiloach, the Hasidic master Rabbi 
Mordecai Yosef Lainer of Izbica describes 
these as “seven sense-gates by which we 
receive God's goodness: two eyes, two ears, 
two nostrils, one mouth.”

This means cultivating an awareness about 
how we absorb both external stimuli and 
our internal thoughts and emotions. To 
this inner, often subconscious process, the 
ancient words of the prophet Zechariah 
direct us to apply judgment or discernment: 
“Speak the truth with your neighbor; 
judge with truth, justice, and peace in 
your gates.” (8:16) Applying Zechariah’s 
criteria, our “inner judge” sitting in our 
“gates” observing thoughts, emotions, 
and impulses arising within us is called to 
consider three questions: “Is this true?” “Is 
this just?” “Does this lead to shalom — to 
wholeness or wholesomeness?” To these, 
we might add: “What are my biases and 
preconceptions? What are my blind spots?” 

Also in parshat Shoftim, Moses warns the 
Israelites about the corrupting influence of 
bribery on truth-telling. Rabbinic tradition 
construes the prohibition against taking 
bribes broadly, applying it to anything 
that consciously or unconsciously distorts 
our judgment and undermines our pursuit 
of emet/truth. The 19th-century Hasidic 
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Jewish sensibilities are approaches to living 
and learning that permeate Jewish culture. 
The ideas, values, emotions, and behaviors 
they express — emanating from Jewish history, 
stories, and sources — provide inspiration and 
guidance that help us to respond creatively 
and thoughtfully to life’s challenges and 
opportunities. Sensibilities are culturally 
informed senses or memes. This month, Sh’ma 
Now examines the complexity of truth, “emet,” 
and challenges us to seek truthfulness in all 
aspects of the world around us.

Toba Spitzer is the senior rabbi of 
Congregation Dorshei Tzedek in West Newton, 
Mass.  She currently serves as president of the 
Massachusetts Board of Rabbis and as treasurer 
of T’ruah: The Rabbinic Call for Human Rights.
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master Rabbi Avraham Bornsztain adds 
that while blind persons are aware of their 
challenges and, when necessary, ask for 
assistance from someone with sight, we are 
often unaware of our own limitations. We 
sometimes confuse perception with reality 
and refuse to seek help.

This ancient insight teaches us to be wary of 
“implicit bias” — our unconscious attitudes 
or stereotypes that impact our decisions and 
actions. Most of us inhabit personal and 
collective “bubbles” that reinforce rather 
than challenge our predispositions and 
assumptions. Our implicit biases (or “inner 
bribes”) undermine our practice of truth-
telling in the pursuit of justice. 

Our society is beset by toxic partisanship 
and endemic institutional discrimination. 
To address the roots of our collective 
“blindness,” we might heed the words of 
Rabbi Eliyahu Eliezer Dessler, a 20th-century 
mussar master: “If our opinion comes easily 
to us, without struggle, we should suspect it 
and search more deeply for our underlying 
motives; if our opinion emerges from a 
serious effort to recognize and correct for our 
predispositions, then it is likely closer to the 
truth.” (Strive for Truth, p. 163)  

Our tradition values emet as central to the 
quest for a just and compassionate society. 
We are now engaged in a critical struggle to 
reclaim factual evidence, logic, and reason as 
the bases for civil discourse and democratic 
process. In this endeavor, our tradition calls 
us to cultivate a greater awareness of our 
temptation to excuse hyperbole, partial 
truths, and self-justification. As Psalm 15 
teaches, to actualize our innate holiness, we 
must “speak truth not only to others, but in 
our hearts as well.”

Seeing Is Believing?
Robert J. Saferstein  

All photographs are lies. That doesn’t 
necessarily make them untrue.

When Nicéphore Niépce, Louis Daguerre, 
and Henry Fox Talbot independently 
discovered how to “fix” the projected image 
of a camera obscura onto light-sensitive 
materials in the early 1800s, and George 
Eastman democratized the tools by which 
we capture and consume images later that 
century by inventing film and the Kodak 
camera line, they forever changed how we 
see, think, and relate to the world.  

We think in terms of imagery. When  
we recall memories, it is as if we are 
“shuffling” through a stack of photographs. 
Photography’s unique ability — and that of its 
progeny, the moving picture and video — to 
most closely resemble whatever it represents, 
has rendered it the de facto practice for 
documenting and presenting “truth.” “In 
photography,” French philosopher, Roland 
Barthes, once wrote, “I can never deny that 
the thing has been there.” 

The influence and power we have given 
these mechanical reproductions of reality to 
bear witness is unparalleled. Photographic 
evidence has led to convictions in court, 
spurred us to war (former Secretary of State 
Colin Powell presented photographs of 
purported weapons of mass destruction  
in support of a declaration of war on Iraq), 
and exposed facets of human nature we 
would rather not admit — such as the video 
documenting the brutal police handling  
of Eric Garner.

And yet, every photograph is both a reflection 
and a distortion of some truth. This is for the 
simple reason that photographs are made — 
something image-makers understood long 
before Thomas and John Knoll turned their 
creation, Photoshop, into a verb. Photographs 
always serve a function and support a 
particular truth. Ironically, for photography 
to be considered art, photographers had to 
first disprove the widely held belief that the 
mechanical nature of photography left it 
purely objective and impervious to human 
manipulation. Only toward the early 1900s 
did photography become accepted as a 
legitimate art form.

From the moment a photographer elects 
to take a picture until its final presentation 
and reception, a series of decisions are 
made concerning how an image’s aesthetic, 
symbolic, and representationally (dis)honest 
qualities can best achieve its raison d’etre.

What type of camera and lens will be used? 
Should the image be captured on film or 
digitally, in color or black and white? How 
should the composition be framed, cropped, 
and lit? What about the aperture and shutter 

speed? Is the subject aware 
of the photographer? 
What are the biases of  
the image-makers? To 
what extent will the image 
be “enhanced” — or not 
— in post-production? 
Where will the image be 
displayed? A gallery? A 
newspaper or magazine? 
What type of response 
should the image elicit? 
Strength? Fear? Pride? A 
call to action? For whom, 
exactly, is this image being 
made?

When a picture is worth 
a thousand words, every 
choice, conscious or not, 
impacts how effectively 
an image communicates 
its visual iconology. And 
when an individual image 
comes to embody a single 
feeling, event, or an 
entire expanse of time, a 
photograph’s real power 
comes from how well 
it expresses, as cultural 
critic Susan Sontag said, 
“Not the truth about 
something, but the 
strongest version of it.” 

Civil War photographers 
Mathew Brady, Alexander 
Gardner, and Timothy 
O’Sullivan rearranged 
the bodies of dead soldiers, and Dorothea 
Lange’s iconic photograph Migrant Mother 
was anything but candid. Does that make 
these images any less honest in their 
depiction of the horrors of war or of 
human suffering? 

If truth, like photography, is subjective, could 
a universally agreed upon code of ethics 
determine when we’ve gone too far? Who 
would author and enforce such a code? For 
a culture that embraces manipulation as 
an aesthetic and political ideal, perhaps the 
rejection of objective truth was inevitable. 
Having presented artifice as truth for so 
long, should we be surprised when truth is 
presented as artifice?
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Introduction

Sh’ma Now curates conversations on a single theme rooted in Jewish tradition and the 
contemporary moment. At the heart of this issue of Sh’ma Now is the theme of “emet”— 
“truth.” We are facing an unprecedented American political moment when our 
president — perhaps knowingly — obscures the truth. We daily hear about “fake news,” 
and we are often assaulted by a barrage of untruthful pronouncements. For this issue 
of Sh’ma Now, I solicited essays that would examine the complicated nature of truth 
and the complexities of truth-telling. We hope that our four essays will help readers to 
recognize truth as a cornerstone to building an ethical society, and also to understand 
when truth becomes subservient to other Jewish values.

Sh’ma Now has never viewed learning or “meaning-making” as solely an individual 
activity. That’s why we have included this guide, which is specifically designed to help 
you to consider the idea of going forth independently or with others, formally and 
informally.

How to Begin

This guide offers a variety of suggestions, including activities and prompts for individual 
contemplation and informal or more structured conversations. We suggest that you use 
this guide to share reflections and thoughts over a Shabbat meal, or, for those who are 
more adventurous, to lead a planned, structured conversation, inviting a small group of 
friends and family to your home or to a coffee shop. If you would like more information 
about ways in which this journal might be used, please contact Susan Berrin, Sh’ma 
Now editor-in-chief, at SBerrin@shma.com. You can also print out a PDF file of the 
entire issue at http://forward.com/shma-now/.

Guidelines for Discussion

If you wish to hold a structured conversation, the following guidelines may help you 
to create a space that allows for honest personal exploration through sharing:

•  Create a sense of shared purpose that can foster the kind of internal reflection that 
happens through group conversation. 

•  Remind participants of simple ground rules for conversations. For example: Avoid 
commenting on and critiquing each other’s comments. Make room for everyone to 
speak. Step into or away from the conversation appropriately. No one participant 
should dominate the conversation. Let silence sit, allowing participants to gather their 
thoughts.

•  For each of the questions below, we recommend that you print out the article in 
question, or provide the link to it, and we ask that you take a moment to read it in 
print or on screen, before the conversation begins.

•m Allow people a few minutes to absorb the article, perhaps even to read it a second 
time, before moving into the discussion.

SH’MA NOW | forward.com/shma-now
October 2017 | CHESHVAN 5778

Consider  
& Converse
A Guide to ‘Emet’’ — ‘Truth’

5

mailto:SBerrin%40shma.com?subject=October%20Issue%20of%20Sh%27ma%20Now
http://forward.com/shma-now/


Interpretive Questions  
can focus the reader on the ideas in the articles.

•  Rabbi Amy Eilberg [page 1] introduces readers to some of the source material on 
“emet” — “truth” — and invites us to consider the complexities of living a truth-filled 
life. Eilberg reminds us that twice each day, at the end of the recitation of the Sh’ma, 
traditional Jews add this statement: “Adonai, our God, is truth.” She writes: “Truth 
exists in relationship to other values, and it is dependent on context and perspective. 
In situations of conflict, each party invariably finds some facts of the story more 
salient than others and interprets commonly held facts differently.” Is every lie 
morally wrong? Is lying contextual and conditional? Have you ever lied? For what 
reasons? When is telling a lie okay? Is there a hierarchy of acceptable deceptions? Is 
there a distinction to be made between not telling the truth and lying?  

•  Robert J. Saferstein [page 4] explores how photography became an art form, and 
he presents a brief history of its relationship to truth-telling. Initially, photography 
was not considered an art because it was factual rather than creative; only once 
photography could be manipulated was it considered to be true art. “And yet,” he 
writes, “every photograph is both a reflection and a distortion of some truth.” In 
commenting on this phenomenon, writer Susan Sontag said that a photograph was 
“not the truth about something, but the strongest version of it.” With editing apps 
such as Adobe Photoshop, what becomes of a photograph accompanying a newspaper 
story about crime or war or poverty? Today, what roles do manipulation and truth 
play in the presentation of photographs? What questions should we be asking about 
photographic distortion?

•  Rabbi Toba Spitzer [page 3] shares some historical perspective about “speaking 
truth to power”—most notably, the courage to speak unpopular truths to those in 
powerful positions. As Spitzer acknowledges, “In Jewish tradition, words have the 
power to create and to destroy.” So, she wonders what power her words will yield. As 
a congregational rabbi, Spitzer says, she is seeking to nurture a transformation in the 
minds and hearts of those in her community. Who among your teachers has spoken 
most inquisitively and powerfully to you? What are the obstacles to hearing “truths” 
that you disagree with? Under what circumstances is it possible—or not possible—
to gather courage and to speak your truth? How does this particular moment in 
American history influence your decisions? What Jewish wisdom and source materials 
guide and inspire you in speaking truthfully in challenging situations? When have 
you stopped short of truth-telling, and for what reasons?
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Reflective Questions  
can help to integrate the ideas in these articles with one’s own  
sense of self. 

•   Rabbi Marc Margolius [page 3] explores the complexities of truth-telling, and he 
wonders how we might be more discerning about the ways in which we absorb 
information. The Talmud offers three reasons to conceal the truth: “In three matters, 
learned men can conceal the truth: in tractate, in bed, and for hospitality.” (Bava 
Metziah 23b-24a) Margolius digs more deeply into the pitfalls of embracing any 
rationale for lying: “By allowing literal truth to be bent for the sake of a higher 
purpose, the rabbis recognized the complexity of the subject. Their rationale also 
established the danger of self-justifying dishonesty.” What are some of the ethical 
questions associated with truthfulness? Is it possible (and why/when) to conceal the 
truth? How does one balance opposing truths? Margolius goes on to suggest that we 
listen to the ancient words of the prophet Zechariah, which direct us in the use of 
good judgment. “Speak the truth with your neighbor; judge with truth, justice, and 
peace in your gates.” (8:16) Applying Zechariah’s criteria, Margolius suggests that our 
“inner judge” should consider three questions: “Is this true?” “Is this just?” “Does this 
lead to shalom — to wholeness or wholesomeness?” To these three criteria, Margolius 
suggests, we might add two questions to ascertain truthfulness: “What are my biases 
and preconceptions? What are my blind spots?” When and where are your blind spots 
most acute—in religious settings? Political settings? Do you have specific ways of 
recognizing your biases?

•   In NiSh’ma, [page 2] our simulated Talmud page, three writers explore a stunning 
verse from Psalms about the delicate balance between some of Judaism’s highest 
values: truth, loving-kindness, justice, and peace. Our commentators reflect on the 
story of the angels Truth (Emet) and Peace (Shalom) arguing with the angels Loving-
kindness (Chesed) and Justice (Tzedek) as God ponders the Creation: Rabbi Simon 
describes the “fierce debate between the angels in the heavenly court regarding the 
creation of humanity. The angels Loving-kindness and Justice argued that humans 
should be created, since they would do many acts of loving-kindness and justice. 
But the angels Truth and Peace objected, asserting that humans would be full of lies 
and conflicts. (Genesis Rabbah 8:5) Rabbi Daniel Roth offers this reflection: “This 
midrash interpreted the word ‘nifgashu’ in the verse not as ‘meeting,’ but rather as 
Loving-Kindness and Truth opposing one another; the word ‘nashaku’ was translated 
not as a ‘kiss,’ but as a clash between Justice and Peace.” Why are the angels arguing 
in this story? How do you understand a clash of values in which one value becomes 
subordinate to another? When, in your own life, do values conflict? And how do you 
determine which is the higher value to follow? 
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