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Reading

“Of Course” Janet Hutchinson
 
Of course I want the truth,
but here’s the rub:

Truth doesn’t sit around
still as a rock,

it breathes and flows
and turns inside out.

Ever seen a lion in a cage?
He paces and glowers.

That must be how God feels
locked in our little religions.

Look how big the sky is,
the deep distances between stars.

Little speck, that’s you;
laughable speck, that’s me.

How could we contain The Truth,
all that overwhelming light?

Our truth is just a pinprick
in mystery’s velvet curtain.
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Even so, see how we struggle
to fix an eyeball to that—

peepshow’s tiny window.

Sermon

(As I begin my sermon this morning, I want to acknowledge two of my colleagues whose 
generosity helped me through my preparations - Revs. Erica Baron and Molly Housh 
Gordon. Some of their words and thoughts have been incorporated into today’s 
message.)

One of my favorite getting to know you games is one called, “Two Truths and a Lie.” 
Have you ever played it?

In a group of people, ideally who don’t know each other very well, each person comes 
up with two true statements about themselves and one false statement, one lie. Each 
person has a turn making their three statements and the rest of the group has to guess 
which of the statements is a lie. It might go something like this:

- I played rugby in college.
- I am fluent in Tagalog, the native language of my parents.
- I once played the violin.

Can you guess which is a lie?

This little game illustrates how easy it can be to bend the truth. I once played the violin 
is a true statement as in I literally once picked up a violin and played it. Okay, maybe it 
was twice. But, this was a very short-lived hobby.

I did, in fact, play rugby in college. And even injured my collar bone and one of my 
knees doing so. I am not, however, fluent in Tagalog.

It can certainly be enjoyable and fun to play with the truth at times especially when there 
is so little at stake.
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It has become en vogue for the various dictionary companies to choose a “word of the 
year.” A little more than a year ago now, the Oxford-English Dictionary declared that the 
2016 “word of the year” would be “post-truth.”

They chose the word because of a 2,000% increase in its use compared to 2015.

They define “post-truth” as “Relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective 
facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal 
belief.”  1

The time we are living in has been dubbed “the post-truth era,” and it has been said that 
now is a time of “post-truth politics.”

Language is not static, and, instead, is ever-evolving to help us to speak into existence 
our current realities. To give us, humans, a way of communicating new experiences with 
words.

So, the word “post-truth” gives us a way of expressing and naming the decreasing 
importance of facts in our public sphere in favor of emotions, biases, and personal 
beliefs.

I think beyond the dictionary definition it also gives us a way of naming the dissonance 
we might feel between the reality as we observe it and know it and the contradicting 
“truths” that we encounter in the media and from those in positions of public leadership 
and power.

As Unitarian Universalists, we are guided by our affirmation of Seven Principles. In our 
Fourth Principle, we covenant to affirm and promote “a free and responsible search for 
truth and meaning.”

For much of the history of our religious tradition, the “free” part was especially important. 
Our religious ancestors in many cases fought for the freedom to search for, find, speak, 
and live the Truth as they had come to know it. Often, this was in direct contrast to the 
prevailing truths of the time.

Yet, that second part - the part about a “responsible” search for truth and meaning is 
also vitally important. In a “post-truth era,” in a world full of spin and unquestioned 

 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/post-truth1
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absolutes, our rigorous and responsible pursuit of truth becomes a radical and urgently, 
necessary act. Our times demand that we engage with our whole hearts and our whole 
minds in that free and responsible search in which we ruthlessly and humbly examine 
our assumptions, perceptions, and beliefs.  2

There are at least two different kinds of truths we can speak of. On the one hand, we 
have facts, evidence, science - the concrete, verifiable truth. On the other hand, we 
have the truth of our own personal experience, the truth of our own stories, the truth of 
our own convictions forged in the fires of our pains and struggles.  Both kinds of truth 3

matter especially in the our public life and politics.

My colleague, Rev. Molly Housh Gordon, has a great metaphor for our search for truth 
and meaning. She writes: “I used to think of the search for truth and meaning as a 
pristine if challenging journey along a winding path, but these days I think of it more like 
sorting through a giant landfill piece by piece, seeking pieces of integrity, accountability, 
and practicality amid tons and tons of rubbish. I think of it as an ongoing question, 
asked to another – will this do? Can we use this piece? Does it work?”

We engage in this sorting process in our responsible search for the truth in facts. We 
need real science and real journalism. We need the people who keep looking for the 
truth and do not stop at convenient guesses or suppositions. We need to know the real 
science of things like climate change. We need to know the real statistics that 
demonstrate where we are succeeding in creating wellbeing and where we are not. We 
need the real, factual stories about how decisions were made and how events unfolded. 
We need real facts.

One of the social ills of our time is that we are operating less and less from a set of 
commonly known and accepted facts about events and conditions in our world. This 
comes not only from the denial of truth and outright deceit from those who are able to 
shape the public narrative. But, it also comes from the proliferation of news sources and 
media through which we get information about what is happening in the world around 
us.

 MHG2
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Not only are we living in a “post-truth” era but also in the era of “fake news.”  Our hyper-4

consumption of online media, the silo-ed nature of our social media connections, and 
the ease with which money can be made on social media platforms like Facebook has 
made it easy for fake news outlets to create completely false news headlines and for 
those headlines to spread rapidly and to be taken as Truth.

Now more than ever it is important to know where our information is coming from, and 
to find sources we can trust. We should be skeptical of things that feel doubtful (that 
story about the elephant giving birth to a giraffe is probably not true) and doubly 
skeptical of stories that confirm our own biases, because these will be all too easy to 
believe even when the facts presented are dubious. So, we need to be careful and 
intentional in seeking out sources of information that are critical and that challenge our 
own biases.5

I recently saw a helpful graphic that maps news sources based on both their partisan 
bias - liberal to conservative - and their journalistic quality.  Mapping news sources in 6

this way, creates a kind of bell curve. There are many “news” sources on the extreme 
ends of the partisan spectrum whose journalistic quality can be described as “click bait,” 
and this is where you will find much of the “fake news” that is out there. As you come in 
towards the center of the partisan spectrum, the level of journalistic quality increases 
with the most mainstream news sources that employ complex analysis being outlets like 
The Economist, The Wall Street Journal, and The Guardian. Things like our local TV 
news stations and newspapers, CNN, USA Today, tend to be mainstream in their 
partisanship and pretty basic in their analysis.

What I like about the graphic is that it can be a useful tool for thinking more intentionally 
about where the information that we choose to rely on as facts comes from.

 Our free and responsible search for truth and meaning goes well beyond the search for 
true and real facts or information.

The other kind of truth is personal truth, the telling of our truest stories and convictions. 
What do you care about? Why? Who are you? What are your values? What has your 

 Mike Wendling, “The (almost) complete history of ‘fake news,’” January 22, 2018. http://4

www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-42724320
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 Infographic: A decent breakdown of sources of real and fake news – https://t.co/HGXjvX1LI36
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lived experience taught you? What do you know because of who you are and what has 
happened in your life?7

This kind of truth comes not only from information we invite in from outside. More so, it 
comes from within us. It emerges as we journey through our lives, freely and 
responsibly searching for the meaning amidst the truths we encounter.

And, as Janet Hutchinson writes, this truth is just a pinprick in mystery’s velvet curtain. It 
is part of a much larger Truth, a Truth perhaps even beyond our grasp.

The theologian Catherine Keller puts it this way:

“To speak of truth is to speak of some kind of knowing. But though we are chock-full of 
information, we seem as a people to be hypnotically out of touch, out of truth. So let us 
consider what kind of knowing, what kind of speaking, is theologically at stake when we 
tell the truth. Theology – if it is truth-full – is not a matter of processed truth but of a truth 
in process.”8

This truth in process means our intentional commitment to thoughtfully discerning what 
we claim as true - putting our own values and convictions in relationship with others and 
the conditions of the world around us.

Though this might be a “post-truth” era in terms of the prevalent disregard of facts, it is 
certainly not a time for Truth to be irrelevant. The Truth, the overwhelming light, as 
Hutchinson calls it, is still there, even if obscured. Religious, spiritual and moral truth, as 
we come to know it through our own searching and through the tradition we are part of, 
must be proclaimed and made known in the landfill of deceit, greed, and cruelty. 
Amongst these falsehoods, we must pull out and hold up integrity, accountability, and 
compassion.

James Russell Lowell, the 19th century abolitionist wrote a poem in 1844 called “The 
Present Crisis,” that is the inspiration for the words to the hymn, “Once to Every Man 
and Nation.” In our Unitarian Universalist hymnal, we have adapted the text for gender 
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 On the Mystery: Discerning Divinity in Process8
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inclusivity, and entitled the hymn, “Once to Every SOUL and Nation” rather than every 
“man.”

James Russell Lowell wrote these words when the moral choice before the nation 
seemed stark and clear.  The choice between the enslavement and degradation of 9

certain people or the freedom of all.

He wrote:

Once to ev'ry man and nation 
Comes the moment to decide, 
In the strife of truth and falsehood, 
For the good or evil side; 
Some great cause, some great decision, 
Off'ring each the bloom or blight, 
And the choice goes by forever 
'Twixt that darkness and that light. 
Then to side with truth is noble, 
When we share her wretched crust, 
Ere her cause bring fame and profit, 
And 'tis prosperous to be just; 
Then it is the brave man chooses 
While the coward stands aside. 
Till the multitude make virtue 
Of the faith they had denied. 
Tho' the cause of evil prosper, 
Yet the truth alone is strong; 
Tho' her portion be the scaffold, 
And upon the throne be wrong; 
Yet that scaffold sways the future, 
And, behind the dim unknown, 
Standeth God within the shadow, 
Keeping watch above His own.

This hymn was a favorite of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr’s. He would often end his 
sermons by quoting from it. 

 based on his poem, “The Present Crisis.”9
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King also lived at a time when the moral choices the nation confronted seemed 
unambiguously clear. The choice between Truth and Falsehood could not be plainer.

I believe that we live in a similar time of stark moral choices. And, while I believe we 
must also stay humble in our free and responsible search for truth and meaning seeking 
ever to challenge our own biases and to expand our perspectives, I also believe that it 
IS our responsibility to speak the truth with love as we see it.

George Orwell is believed to have said, “In a time of universal deceit, telling the truth is 
a revolutionary act.”

Our free and responsible search for truth and meaning now asks us to engage in the 
revolutionary act of seeking out and telling the truth.

May we have the courage to make it so.
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