Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
Embracing Delusion

by Dr. Erica Brown

“Who said to the seers, ‘Do not see,’ to the prophets ‘Do not prophesy truth to us; speak falsehoods to us. Prophesy delusions.’”

Isaiah 30:10


Many times we avoid the truth. The truth might cause anguish; it may require changes of behavior and attitude or a change in relationship. Truth is also painfully elusive. The burden of establishing truth is foundational to the court system, where lawyers have to make their case and judges have to decide what really happened and who to believe. But the subjectivity of truth also surfaces in so many arguments we have with each other. “You said that.” “No I didn’t!” “Yes you did.” How many times have our arguments reflected just this sort of rallying?
Professor at Oxford University, Felipe Fernandez-Armesto in Truth: A History and a Guide for the Perplexed says“…the truth you are told represents a version of the world – which may be different from the one you feel in your gut to be true – imposed by consensus or imparted or enforced by authority.” He suggests that truth is relative. It is written with a small “t” rather than with a capital “T.” Truth is often our version of the world. For that reason, novelists and filmmakers often create scenarios where multiple people experience the same event but talk about it completely differently, like the novel Corelli’s Mandolin or the Japanese film, Roshomon.
This prompts us to ask: if truth is subjective then does it represent reality or not?
G.K. Chesterton, an English writer and philosopher, observes in Orthodoxy that “It is an act of faith to assert that our thoughts have any relation to reality.” We assume that the way we see the world corresponds to reality, but how do we know that, especially when people can have such radically different views of the same set of events or verbal exchanges?  

Fernandez-Armesto contends that truth speaks to us in all kinds of sensual ways so that we “experience” truth as an internal barometer of reality:

Whenever we get an intimation of truth – whether we feel it, listen for it, sense it or think it out for ourselves – we should expect it to talk to us and we should be able to try, if we like, to express it for others.

We use varied measures to affirm or corroborate what truth is and then try to articulate it.

In our verse above, Isaiah pushes back on those who abhor truth. They are not debating the merits or demerits of one story or another in trying to establish truth; they refuse to engage in the discussion at all. They ask leaders to do the same. Those who “see” professionally are told not to look. They go as far as to ask prophets to speak falsehood. In other words, not only do they deny the truth; they brazenly embrace delusion. As their demand continues, we find them being even more direct in this request: “Leave the way! Get off the path! Let us hear no more… " (Isaiah30:11).

We all face situations, sometimes daily, where lying is a convenient option. We lie not only to protect ourselves but also not to disappoint others. In the latter case, we can even make lying noble by saying that we don’t want to hurt someone else’s feelings or cause them grief. 
The prophets of old were not interested in the ways we convince ourselves that lying is valid or justified. They were concerned about our willingness to delude ourselves when we face situations of discomfort. We tell ourselves that we really are good partners, good parents, or good employees rather than manage the complexities of all of these relationships. Our prophets beg us not to fool ourselves. Only by facing up to truth can we manage sticky realities and improve them.
Shabbat Shalom

