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Our 15 month old grandchild is just starting to use words.  Not long now until she is into onomatopoeia – understanding that cats, which are central to our family existence, go meow, dogs go woof and sheep go baa.  Words imitate sounds – and beyond that words express the characteristics of what they describe.  Dark sounds dark.  Evil has an unpleasant edge to it.  And truth?  Well truth sort of sits there and looks you in the eye – reminds you that even the best of us do a lot of fudge and selectivity even if we grace it with the name tact.  Truth challenges you to measure yourself against it – it invites you to do better.
So the traditional subject of this Spital Sermon is 'The Spread of Truth'.  

Truth is actually a deeply spiritual concept.  Jesus said that the spirit would lead us into all truth - that the movement towards God is actually a movement into the truth about life and the truth about ourselves.  I am challenged by St Paul’s words in I Corinthians: ‘For now we see in a glass darkly,* but then we will see face to face.  Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.’  And in the reading which we heard earlier, St Paul says that we are to 'speak the truth in love' as one of the way in which the body of disciples is to be built up.  Truth can too easily be brutal and unloving – we are called to spread a loving truth which is the foundation of relationships.
What is the opposite of truth?   One’s first guess is likely to be that it is the unparliamentary accusation which calls a fellow gentleman a liar.  I don’t think it is as simple as that.  For me, the opposite of truth is half-truth – the nearly or almost true.  That comes in two forms.  One arises when somebody decides to settle for a partial truth – for the part rather than the whole – for a selective understanding of a complex issue and an answer which doesn’t address the whole – and certainly not the most uncomfortable parts of the issue.  The second half truth is the fundamentalist answer – which believes that its truth is the only truth – so much so that there is nothing more to be said and no dialogue which can be joined.

My life experience tells me that truth really matters.  It matters because it is a building block of peace.  I spent most of my working life in the midst of the Northern Ireland Troubles - and I am uncomfortably aware that the violence of Northern Ireland reached out and struck the life of the City of London.  I began with naive ideas about how reconciliation might be built.  Like many, I saw processes in which people who were divided were given the chance of meeting and getting to know one another.  And as they got to know one another - so the theory went - they would learn not to fear or to hate one another.  That helps but it doesn’t resolve.  What I learned is that the journey of reconciliation and healing is about finding a single and uniting truth in the midst of competing truths.  The competing truths are partial - truths intended to explain, to support and to justify.  The truth, the whole truth, honours all the competing truths.  But it challenges their partiality and incompleteness - as it challenges the tunnel vision of those who promote them.  That kind of truth knows nothing of diarist Alan Clark's phrase of being 'economical with the actualite'. But it does know about recognising the partiality of our own pictures of the truth and how comfortable we are with 'truth in our own interest' - what some today call spin.  So it has humility and it has love because it recognises that truth is painful and challenging.

All of us – wherever we serve and particularly wherever we exercise leadership today – are challenged by a deep cynicism in our society today about institutions and authority.  The financial sector has its problems and so do the churches.
Our society actually devalues truth because it fears that truth may lead to accusations of divisiveness and intolerance.  Many of you – like me – will be managers in part of your lives – which allows me to mention that they say that managing in the church is like herding cats.   Our culture demands ever more transparency and accountability.  I agree wholeheartedly.  But the reality seems to be a focus on process rather than truth.  What matters is that we can demonstrate that we did the right things in the right order and that they are properly recorded – the question of whether what is recorded and what we did is true is a different kind of question.

We think a lot about these things in our Office back in Perth.  I believe that the church is a sort of laboratory of human relationships.  We don’t own anything very much and do don’t run anything very much.  What we do is relationships.  That’s why it can be a painful place to be.
When I go on retreat, I spend time in a Benedictine Community on the border in Ireland.  So I have become a great fan of the Rule of St Benedict – 15 centuries of distilled experience of how to live in community.  And of course truth is at the heart of that.  I pay particular attention to what St Benedict says about the role of the Abbott who he says should ‘aim to be loved and not feared’  Clearly Benedict is concerned that the abbot should manage to balance truth and love.  ‘Even in his corrections, let him act with prudence and not go to extremes, lest, while he aimeth to remove the rust too thoroughly, the vessel be broken.’
The novels of Anthony Trollope – particularly the Barsetshire Chronicles – are a wonderful evocation of that understanding of the church as a laboratory of human relationships.  Bishop Proudie is hopelessly weak.  Fortunately – or unfortunately Mrs Proudie, the bishop’s wife, is strong enough for both of them.  She is a great fan of the Chaplain, Mr Slope, who has preached a sermon which St Benedict would have viewed as attempting to remove the rust too thoroughly.  Mrs Proudie thinks it wonderful – Bishop Proudie felt that ‘if he intended to disapprove, it must be now or never, but he also felt that it could not be now. It was not in him to say to the wife of his bosom that Mr. Slope's sermon was ill-timed, impertinent, and vexatious.’
And I remember when I was a parish priest and used to commend my departed parishioners to a God more merciful and loving than I was .. it seemed to me that the art of sermonising at funerals was to speak lovingly of them, to be charitable but to allow just enough of what I knew to be the truth to seep out around the edges so that those who heard me knew that I was not a complete fool.  ‘That’s fine, Rector’ said Doreen.  ‘You just keep gilding them a little’

Clearly these questions are very complex.  So let’s come back to the heart of our understanding of truth and what it takes to spread it.

Clearly, truth can be used as a weapon.  And when it is so used it is likely to be partial.  It requires grace – not tact which subordinates truth to feelings nor the self-righteousness which subordinates truth to arrogance and vanity.  It requires grace – love even – if it is to be a truth which can be heard.  And the spread of truth – that surely is about the way in which the truth which looks us in the eye encourages us to grow up and not to settle for less.  In challenging us in that way, it gives us some of the humility and grace which will shape the way in which we speak the truth in love to others – truth which honours the other, which encourages, which liberates.   That’s why St Paul said that it was by speaking the truth in love that relationships – in his case the relationships among the disciples – would be built up so that they could in their life together express something of the wonder and the glory of God.
