
Truth 

My Word of the Year  
by Nancy Gibbs 
     My word of the year is listen. 
     It’s one of those words whose mean-
ing is in its music. Listen is a quiet word, 
that half swallowed L and diffident I and 
softly hissing S. It defies …the shouts 
and roars, the bray and bluster. Listening 
is hard when the sounds around us grow 
mean and ugly. 
     And listening takes particular courage 
in divisive times. 
     “Courage is not just about standing up 
for what you believe,” Doug Elmendorf 
tells his students at Harvard. “Sometimes 
courage is about sitting down and listen-
ing to what you may not initially believe.” 
     Which is not to say that if we all just 
listened more, our wounds would heal 
and our conflicts end. Nor does it mean 
abandoning our values….. “It’s always 
wise to seek the truth in our opponents’ 
error, and the error in our own truth,” 
theologian Reinhold Niebuhr said. Lis-
tening, closely and bravely, to an oppos-
ing view deepens our insight and sharp-
ens our arguments—especially in our 
public life. 
     …Our fierce public battles, political 
fights that have infected our friendships 
and family, have degraded our discourse, 
defaced institutions, disturbed our peace. 
I grew up in Quaker schools, which in-
cluded regular silent meetings. This did 
not come naturally to nine-year-olds. But 
I found then … that we can’t hear the 
soft, sane voice inside us if we’re talking 

all the time, and certainly not if we’re 
shouting. 
     Instead, let’s listen. Invite surprise. 
Invest in subtlety. And surrender to si-
lence once in a while. 
   Source: https://medium.com/wordsthatmatter/why-
listen-is-the-word-of-the-year-7136ffee99c5 

 
Truth by Simone Weil 
     …We must ascertain what is the criterion 
of goodness. 
     It can only be truth and justice; and …
the public interest. 
     Democracy, majority rule, are not good 
in themselves. They are merely means to-
wards goodness, and their effectiveness is 
uncertain. For instance, if, instead of Hitler, 
it had been the Weimar Republic that decid-
ed, through a most rigorous democratic and 
legal process, to put the Jews in concentra-
tion camps, and cruelly torture them to 
death, such measures would not have been 
one atom more legitimate than the …Nazi 
policies…. Only what is just can be legiti-
mate. In no circumstances can crime and 
mendacity ever be legitimate. 
… 
     Truth is all the thoughts that surge in the 
mind of a thinking creature whose unique, 
total, exclusive desire is for the truth. 
     Mendacity, error (the two words are syn-
onymous), are the thoughts of those who do 
not desire truth, or those who desire truth 
plus something else. …They desire truth 
[and] …conformity with such or such re-
ceived ideas. 
     Yet how can we desire truth if we have 
no prior knowledge of it? This is the mystery 
of all mysteries. Words that express a perfec-
tion which no mind can conceive of — 
God, truth, justice — silently evoked with 
desire, but without any preconception, have 
the power to lift up the soul and flood it 
with light. 
     It is when we desire truth with an empty 
soul and without attempting to guess its 
content that we receive the light. Therein 
resides the entire mechanism of attention. 
   Source: https://www.brainpickings.org/?s=truth 
from On the Abolition of All Political Parties (1943) 

 

What do you really believe?  
by Keith Frankish 
     Most of us have views on politics, cur-

rent events, religion, society…, and we 
spend a lot of time expressing these 
views…. We argue for our positions, and get 
annoyed if they are challenged. Why do we 
do this? The obvious answer is that we believe 
the views we express (i.e., we think they are 
true), and we want to get others to believe 
them too, because they are true. We want the 
truth to prevail. …But do we really believe 
everything we say? 
     …Most psychologists agree that rapid, 
unconscious mental processes …play a huge 
role in guiding our behavior. These process-
es … are ordinary, everyday judgments, mo-
tives and feelings that operate without con-
scious awareness, like a mental autopilot. 
     …It’s easy to think of motives that might 
prompt us to express a view we don’t really 
believe. We might want it to be true, and 
feel reassurance when we argue for it…. We 
might associate it with people we admire…. 
We might think that it …make us seem in-
teresting…. We might profess it to fit in…. 
Or we might feel that we have a duty to 
defend it because of our commitment to 
some creed or ideology…. 
     …I am not suggesting that we are never 
guided by concerns for truth…, but I sus-
pect that…emotional and social factors play 
a much larger role…. How else can we ex-
plain the vehemence with which people de-
fend their views, and the hurt they feel when 
their views are challenged? 
   Source: https://aeon.co/ideas/what-do-you-really-
believe-take-the-truth-demon-test 

Truth Matters by Roxane Gay 
     …I found myself thinking about truth …
a lot this year …and how untruths made this 
current political climate possible. 
     …The truth matters. It is incomprehensi-
ble that this needs to be said, but this needs 
to be said. Donald Trump has long been a 
liar.  
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     …Every time the president lies, there are 
repercussions…. One of Trump’s favorite 
phrases is “fake news,” which he deploys 
anytime he disagrees with …the media…. 
     …The phrase “fake news” …has seeped 
into the cultural vernacular with alarming 
speed and ease. 
     …Women and men coming forward as 
victims of sexual violence …is fake news. 
Racism is fake news. Homophobia is fake 
news. The deficit is fake news. Taxes are 
fake news. Global warming is fake news. 
Anything that demands they see the world as 
it is rather than they wish it to be is fake 
news. 
     …The truth matters. I try to remember 
[and] …believe this every day. And it is hard. 
I believe in the truth, but, let me be clear, 
not out of some vigorous sense of idealism. I 
largely believe in the truth because it is easier 
to remember the truth than it is to keep up 
with lies. 
     …The ground of truth has been softened 
by a perfidious president and self-interested 
politicians and everyone treating fake news 
as a punch line. The ground has been sof-
tened but we can mind how we tread upon 
it. We can make that ground stronger. We 
can. We will. That, too, is the truth. 
   Source: https://medium.com/wordsthatmatter/truth
-matters-2f281b5a748d 

Truth Exists by James Comey 
     …This notion that the truth exists, and 
that it matters, has long been at the center of 
American life. We have always measured our 
leaders by their connection to the touch-
stone of truth. They all depart from it from 
time to time; that’s the nature of political 
leadership, and of humans. …But we, and 
they, measured the distance to the touch-
stone. We held them accountable to the 
truth. 
     …Donald Trump’s presidency [is] an 
assault on the truth — on the very notion of 
“truth”…. 
     …America is a country that, by most 
historical measures, shouldn’t exist. Ameri-
cans don’t come from a common heritage, 
language, religion, or culture. …For 242 
years, we have been held together by a set of 
values. We have always fallen short of our 
espoused values — after all, we held truths to 

be self-evident while holding humans as 
slaves — but our values are the glue. Togeth-
er, we hold truths. One of our most sacred 
values is that the truth exists, that it must be 
sought and spoken.  
     …The media has been working… to 
report the truth, and the lies. …In part, the 
media has stayed on the case because the 
American people have kept at it. Rather than 
withdrawing, numb, they have stepped for-
ward. …More people voted in the 2018 mid-
term elections than in any similar election in 
memory. Those voters handed control of the 
House …to the opposition party. The design 
of the Founders — that crashing of interests 
to get at truth — will work to protect our 
democracy. 
   Source: https://medium.com/wordsthatmatter/why-
truth-is-james-comey-s-word-of-the-year-
726e99434d6c 

 

Honesty and Truth by Era Buck  
     …One of our UU principles is to affirm 
and promote “A free and responsible search 
for truth and meaning.” As such we identify 
ourselves as seekers of truth. …[I]f we 
would seek the truth, we must speak the 
truth. 
     …Truth comes at several levels. The 
framework …is from a book called Radical 
Honesty: How to Transform Your Life by Telling 
the Truth by Brad Blanton. … 
     Level one: Blanton calls Factual truth. This 
includes not telling falsehoods and not with-
holding the truth. Classic here is the time 
honored …story of the honesty of George 
Washington when he said I cannot tell a lie, 
I chopped down the cherry tree. He did not 
name someone else as the culprit and he did 
not ask for a definition of chop. 
     …Level Two: Honesty about current thoughts 
and feelings. The second level of honesty is 
honesty about current thoughts and feelings. 
For many of us the hard work here begins 
with being honest with ourselves about our 
feelings or thoughts. Most of us have pretty 
strong programming about what thoughts 
and feelings we SHOULD have and any-
thing that doesn’t fit in that box gets pushed 
aside. Many of us are constantly expending 
tremendous amounts of energy keeping 
stuff pushed away. 

     …Communicating thoughts and feelings 
to others in a way that is truth telling rather 
than manipulation requires considerable 
skill…. The process of emptying the mind 
and then acknowledging whatever thoughts 
or feelings come through without judgment 
or analysis [can be] invaluable. 
     Level Three: Blanton calls Exposing the Fic-
tion. At this level telling the truth and living 
the truth become the same thing. At this 
level, the Hindus say, if you speak the truth 
long enough, your word becomes universal 
law. At this level, we dispose of the illusions 
of our self we have spent so much time 
constructing and maintaining. We admit our 
ignorance and our abilities. We admit our 
confusion. We admit our fears about not 
having it quite right. In the Buddhist tradi-
tion this is being fully present in the mo-
ment and accepting what is. 
     Those three levels [are] …summarize[d] 
as the physical truth, the emotional truth, 
and the spiritual truth (enlightenment, salva-
tion). 
   Source: No longer available online 
 

The Search for Truth  
by Karl Popper 
     The search for truth … no doubt counts 
among the best and greatest things that life 
has created in the course of its long search 
for a better world. 
     …We have made great mistakes — all 
living creatures make mistakes. It is indeed 
impossible to foresee all the unintended 
consequences of our actions. Here science is 
our greatest hope: its method is the correc-
tion of error. 
     …In spite of everything, and although 
we have had so many failures, we, the citi-
zens of the western democracies, live in a 
social order which is better (because more 
favorably disposed to reform) and more just 
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than any other in recorded history. Further 
improvements are of the greatest urgency. 
(Yet improvements that increase the power 
of the state often bring about the opposite 
of what we are seeking.) 
     …Knowledge consists in the search for 
truth — the search for objectively true, ex-
planatory theories. 
     …It is not the search for certainty. To 
err is human. All human knowledge is falli-
ble and therefore uncertain. It follows that 
we must distinguish sharply between truth 
and certainty. …This is the task of scientific 
activity. Hence we can say: our aim as scien-
tists is objective truth; more truth, more 
interesting truth, more intelligible truth. We 
cannot reasonably aim at certainty. 
[…] 
     Since we can never know anything for 
sure, it is simply not worth searching for 
certainty; but it is well worth searching for 
truth; and we do this chiefly by searching 
for mistakes, so that we can correct them. 
    Source: https://
www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/26/karl-popper-in-
search-of-a-better-world-truth-certainty/ from In Search 
of a Better World: Lectures and Essays from Thirty Years 

The Boy Who Cried Wolf,  
attributed to Aesop, c. 620-564 BCE 
     A shepherd boy, watching a flock of 
sheep near his village, grew lonely. He de-
vised a way to get some attention and com-
panionship by playing a trick on the villag-
ers. One morning he yelled: "Wolf! Wolf!" 
When his neighbors ran to help save their 

flock and livelihood, they found the sheep 
placidly cropping grass. The boy laughed 
and laughed. The villagers were angry at the 
boy and warned him not to call them if 
there was no danger. And yet the next day 
he did it again. "Wolf! Wolf!" he shouted. 
The villagers came running. When they 
found the boy had tricked them again, they 
were even angrier than the day before. 
Warning him not to lie again, they went 
back to their work. The next day as the 
shepherd boy lay watching the sheep on the 
hillside a wolf came out of the woods. The 
boy shouted in terror: "Help me! The wolf 
is killing the sheep!" But no one paid any 
attention to his cries and no villager came to 
help. The wolf destroyed the whole flock. 
The moral of the story is: There is no be-
lieving a liar, even when he speaks the truth. 
   Source: https://www.uua.org/re/tapestry/adults/
ethics/workshop10/192077.shtml 

“Just because something isn't a lie does not 
mean that it isn't deceptive. A liar knows 
that he is a liar, but one who speaks mere 
portions of truth in order to deceive is a 
craftsman of destruction.”   Criss Jami 
 

“Accept certain inalienable truths: Prices 
will rise. Politicians will philander. You, too, 
will get old. And when you do, you'll fanta-
size that when you were young, prices were 
reasonable, politicians were noble, and chil-
dren respected their elders.”   Mary Schmich 
 

“One of the saddest lessons of history is 
this: If we’ve been bamboozled long 
enough, we tend to reject any evidence of 
the bamboozle. We’re no longer interested 
in finding out the truth. The bamboozle has 
captured us. It’s simply too painful to 
acknowledge, even to ourselves, that we’ve 
been taken. Once you give a charlatan pow-
er over you, you almost never get it back.”   
Carl Sagan 
 

“All things are subject to interpretation. 
Whichever interpretation prevails at a given 
time is a function of power and not truth.”   
Friedrich Nietzsche 
 

“The presence of those seeking the truth is 
infinitely to be preferred to the presence of 
those who think they've found it.”    
Terry Pratchett 
 

“There is beauty in truth, even if it's painful. 
Those who lie, twist life so that it looks tasty 
to the lazy, brilliant to the ignorant, and 
powerful to the weak. But lies only strength-
en our defects. They don't teach anything, 
help anything, fix anything or cure anything. 
Nor do they develop one's character, one's 

mind, one's heart or one's soul.”    
José Harris 
 

“The opposite of a correct statement is a 
false statement. But the opposite of a pro-
found truth may well be another profound 
truth.” Niels Bohr 
 

“There’s a world of difference between 
truth and facts. Facts can obscure truth.”    
Maya Angelou 
 

“Sometimes, when you don't ask questions, 
it's not because you are afraid that someone 
will lie to your face. It's because you're 
afraid they'll tell you the truth.”    
Jodi Picoult 
 

“Your problem is how you are going to 
spend this one and precious life you have 
been issued. Whether you're going to spend 
it trying to look good and creating the illu-
sion that you have power over circumstanc-
es, or whether you are going to taste it, en-
joy it and find out the truth about who you 
are.”   Anne Lamott 

“Political language …is designed to make 
lies sound truthful and murder respectable, 
and to give an appearance of solidity to pure 
wind.” George Orwell 

1. Nancy Gibbs suggests that listening is 
important in our current, divisive politi-
cal reality, which is why she chose it as 
her word for the year for 2019. She sees 
it as a tool in searching for the truth. In 
our search for truth, Unitarian Univer-
salists are encouraged to take seriously 
that which they do not believe to be 
true. What gets in the way of listening? 
What helps us to listen to diverse 
points of view? How does this listening 
support our search for truth? 

2. Gibbs quotes Reinhold Niebuhr who 
said, “It’s always wise to seek the truth 
in our opponents’ error, and the error 
in our own truth.” Have you done this? 
If yes, why not? If no, how could you 
pursue both parts of this equation? 
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3. Simone Weil suggests the truth, justice, 
and the public interest are the criteria 
for goodness. How does each of these 
support goodness? How would you 
rank these three? Why? 

4. Weil also counsels that we should de-
sire truth with an empty soul. This is 
analogous to the Buddhist concept of a 
beginners mind. What do we need to 
empty ourselves of to receive the truth? 

5. Keith Frankish suggests that we argue 
for our positions because we think they 
are true. But he questions whether or 
not we really believe everything we say 
given the influence of emotional and 
social factors. What factors may influ-
ence what you believe to be true? As an 
example, what role do hidden assump-
tions play? 

6. Roxane Gray laments the emergence of 
“fake news” as a rationalization against 
the truth. She concludes that the 
ground for truth has been softened, 
which makes it easier to dismiss truth. 
How can we make the ground for truth 
stronger? 

7. Do you agree with James Comey that 
by most historical measures America 
shouldn’t exist? Why or why not? The 
political divide in America is fueled by 
competing sets of truth. How can this 
divide be bridged? How does the as-
sault on truth threaten our democracy? 

8. Era Buck summarizes a 3-level frame-
work about truth developed by Brad 
Blanton. Which do you consider worse 
telling falsehoods (the sin of commis-
sion) or withholding the truth (the sin 
of omission)? Which of his three levels 
do you consider to be most important? 
Why? 

9. Karl Popper contrasts the search for 
truth with the search for certainty. Oth-
ers distinguish absolute truth from 
truths that are more tentative or condi-
tional or “Truth” with a capital “T” 
from “truth” with a lowercase “t.” How 
can the desire for certainty undermine 
the search for truth? He suggests that 
the correction for error or searching for 
mistakes can bring us closer to the 
truth. Do you agree? Why or why not? 
Can we do this if we are not committed 

to taking diverse views and evidence 
into account? As an example, how do 
different positions on climate change 
take us toward or away from the truth? 
How might TRUTH get in the way of 
truth? 

10. Criss Jami suggests that partial truths 
may be worse than an outright lie? Why 
might this be so? 

11. Mary Schmich suggests that common 
truths (i.e., inalienable truths) can dis-
tort the truth? Do you agree? Why or 
why not? 

12. Carl Sagan laments the fact that if we 
have been fed lies long enough that we 
will lose interest in seeing the truth. 
What so-called truths do we live by that 
are actually untrue, arguments by which 
those in power justify the way things 
are? 

13. The previous question touches on Nie-
tzsche’s assertion that prevailing inter-
pretations of reality are a function of 
power, not truth. Do you agree? If yes, 
suggest an example of this. (Think of 
wars with Vietnam and Iraq.) If you 
disagree with Nietzsche’s assertion, 
please share why. 

14. Terry Pratchett said that those seeking 
truth are preferable to those who insist 
they have found it. Do you agree? Why 
or why not? What problems do these 
“true believers” pose? 

15. José Harris outlines how lies gain cur-
rency. Do you agree? Why or why not? 
If yes, can you give an example of a lie 
that has currency in our current politi-
cal life? How does this lie undermine 
what is true? What are the consequenc-
es that follow from this lie? 

16. Niels Bohr said, “The opposite of a 
correct statement is a false statement. 
But the opposite of a profound truth 
may well be another profound truth.” 
Do you agree? Can you give an exam-
ple? (As an example: the wave–particle 
duality of light.) 

17. Maya Angelou said, “There’s a world of 
difference between truth and facts. 

Facts can obscure truth.” Do you 
agree? How could this be true? Keep in 
mind that a fact may have no relation-
ship to value and meaning or to our 
experience and perspective. 

18. Anne Westerman writes, “Facts lay the 
foundation for truth. Experiences and 
personal perspectives lay the founda-
tion for opinion.” To what extent do 
we mistake opinion for truth? 

19. Should we strive to be truthful, even if 
the truth is painful for others? Why or 
why not? 

 


