What is Truth?*

By:  Robert L. Cargill, Jr.

For Presentation at the Unitarian Fellowship of Longview, August 16, 1998


What is truth?  The question itself assumes truth since it asks what Truth is.  I have pondered this question for a number of years, first as a boy who was reared in the local First Baptist Church, then as a scientist, and now, in my old and philosophical years.  Thus I have chosen to share a discussion of the matter with you, my Unitarian friends, because we have committed ourselves to a search for our own Truth with all the rational faculties we possess - always striving for intellectual honesty in the search.


Before we find ourselves far afield, let us try to define the boundaries of this discussion.  I intend to use Truth to mean universal truth or absolute truth.  Thus the ultimate question is this, "Is there Truth?"  And if this is the ultimate question, the penultimate question is, "Is God, or is not God?"  Since these questions cannot be answered with certainty by mortals, then each of us may assume his/her own answers.  These assumptions are influenced by our total person - genetics, culture, time on Earth, experience, and thought, and is irrespective of professions of faith or lack thereof.  One's actions reveal the fundamental assumptions of the actor.


 Thomas Jefferson wrote in the Declaration of Independence, "We hold these truths to be self-evident . . . " But those self-evident truths were far from universal.  Jefferson said he abhorred slavery, yet he was unwilling to free his slaves.


If you have ever served as a witness or have been deposed in a lawsuit, you know that you must swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.  However, your attorney will caution you to not tell the whole truth, but instead to answer directly only the questions asked without elaboration.  We love to talk and write about truth, but we often fail to act in truth.


If we assume no Truth, the second question, "Is God, or is not God?" is irrelevant; if we assume Truth, we may then assume God or not God.  But proof of the correctness of these assumptions will not be found.  We may further assume, as many do, that the Bible is the inspired word of God and is perfectly and literally written in mortal hand under the careful guidance of God.  On the other hand, we may recall that condemning Pontius Pilate and Rome for the death of Jesus surely would have been fatal in a Roman Empire that was near its zenith.  The Jews were always unpopular and served then - as in our own time - as scapegoats.  The Christian interpretation of the Biblical writing leads to the conclusion that Jesus was killed by Jews. Although the Jews were very upset with Jesus, it was Roman soldiers who crucified Jesus.  I raise this bit of history so that we may recognize the political climate at the time of writing of the Gospels, and I suggest that attempts at political correctness are as ancient as is homo sapiens. Truth is clouded by the atmosphere of the time and place in which it is announced; that is, its context.


Let us return to ancient Greece and her philosophers.  As reasoning became an accepted activity, the gods of the ancient poets seemed all too human, thus open to question and fallible.  By the fifth century BC, the age of reason had brought everything into doubt.  Xenophanes recognized that the more the Greek developed his sense of individual critical judgement, the less firm became his "infallible knowledge".  He said, "As for certain truth, no man has known it, nor will he know it".  


In the latter half of the same century, Sophists such as Protagoras, an older mentor of Socrates, proclaimed that man was the measure of all things.  Truth is relative, not absolute, and differed from culture to culture, from person to person, and from situation to situation.  The Sophists adopted a flexible atheism or agnosticism in metaphysics and a situational morality in ethics.  Gods were invented to instill fear in those who otherwise would have acted in an evil manner.  There is no absolute truth.


Socrates left the Sophists and their relative truth and morality.   His passion was intellectual honesty, moral integrity, and a search for Truth.  After the oracle of Apollo at Delphi proclaimed him the wisest of men, Socrates became the embodiment of the Delphic motto, "Know thyself."  He argued that genuine knowledge (Truth) had not been achieved because of man's ignorance; thus he set out to teach others of their ignorance so they could better search for this knowledge.  Socrates was less concerned with knowing the right answers than with the strenuous attempt to discover them.  Truth was not something that could simply be obtained second hand like a purchased commodity, but was a personal achievement, won only at the cost of constant intellectual struggle and self-critical reflection.  His lifelong pursuit of Truth and order implies a faith in the ultimate existence of that truth and order.


Socrates left no writings; thus what we know of Socrates is, in the main, what Plato wrote of him.  Where does the historic Socrates end and the Platonic Socrates begin?  Similarly, just four hundred years later, Jesus left no writing of his own, and what we know is what we are told in the New Testament by his followers.


Plato believed that ultimate reality is not only ethical and rational in character, but also aesthetic; thus the Good, the True, and the Beautiful are united in the supreme creative principal.


Along came Jesus and his followers, the Christians, whose doctrines became established.  In contrast to the pagan doctrines - malleable, undogmatic, and subject to conflicting interpretations - the Christian doctrine was absolute, historical, and literal truth.  For the Christians, the highest metaphysical truth was the fact of the Incarnation:  the miraculous divine intervention into human history.  Christ was the sole source of truth.  Thus the approach to Truth was (and remains) not self-determined intellectual inquiry, but rather through scripture, prayer, faith, and teachings of the Church.  Intellectual freedom was carefully circumscribed and the church became the final arbiter of Truth.


By the Middle Ages, universities, operating under the auspices of the Church, were becoming centers of learning.  But as learning developed, the scholars began to think about the Doctrine.  The articles of faith came under rational examination. When Peter Abelard, a twelfth-century dialectician, compiled the apparently contradictory statements of various Church authorities, thinkers became preoccupied with the possible duality of Truth.


With the recognition that religion must encounter the world already accepted by the Church, Thomas Aquinas went further and concluded that since there can be only one valid truth - derived from the one God - nothing reason could uncover could ultimately contradict theological doctrine (Truth).  For Aquinas, rational examination was not a threat to Christian dogma, but the traditionalists were not so open.


In 1820, Keats wrote in "Ode on a Grecian Urn:"


…


When old age shall this generation waste,


Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe



Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say'st,


'Beauty is truth, truth beauty,' - that is all


Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.


But beauty can hardly be absolute, for it is in the eye of the beholder and subject to all his prejudices.


Dr Laura Schlessinger (1-800-DR LAURA) insists on her popular call-in show that morality is absolute, universal, and eternal.  I infer that she would insist that Truth is likewise absolute, universal, and eternal.  Her background includes a doctorate (psychology?), conversion from Christianity to Judaism, and evident alienation from her parent(s).   The Judeochristian traditions of Europe and the New World are not always accepted in cultures outside these realms.  Our Judeochristian culture finds the lack of what we call "human rights" in China or in Iran abhorrent; they find our "normal" behavior equally in conflict with their traditions.  Is one right and the other wrong?  Who is to decide?  By what right does the judge assume his Truth is the superior one?


I suggest it is only when the parties to an issue agree on the fundamental definition of truth that further discussion is useful.    In our own culture we have those for whom Truth is assumed from a higher power:  God, the Bible, the Church.  Others reject these authorities in favor of reason and experience.  But neither can prove its assumption.  That is what is meant by faith.


I care a lot less about what one's assumption of Truth may be than how he behaves. Is his behavior consistent with his professed assumption of Truth?  I fear that each of us finds himself wanting on this score.


So, what is truth?  My answer is this:  Truth is as personal as is beauty, and is professed in one's  behavior, not necessarily in words.  My Truth, then, is whatever my behavior reveals.  Likewise, your Truth is what your behavior reveals it to be.  When our Truths overlap significantly we have harmony, but when one attempts to impose his truth on another, the result can be war.  The great sin, in my view, is one's claiming to have The Truth and then attempting to impose it on others.

*Much of what I have discussed is derived from Richard Tarnas, The Passion of the Western Mind, Ballentine Books, New York, 1991
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