Can You Handle the Truth?

A Sermon Delivered on January 9, 2005

by

The Reverend Axel H. Gehrmann

“It is the customary fate of new truths

to begin as heresies and end as superstitions.”

-- Thomas Henry Huxley

Unitarian Universalist Church

309 West Green Street

Urbana, Illinois  61801-3221

(217) 384-8862 

www.uuc-urbana.org

Reading: by the philosopher and historian Isaiah Berlin, from a piece entitled “The Idea of Pluralism” (from The Truth about the Truth, edited by W. T. Anderson p.47)

The empiricists of the eighteenth century, impressed by the vast new realms of knowledge opened by the natural sciences based on mathematical techniques, which had driven out so much error, superstition, dogmatic nonsense, asked themselves, like Socrates, why the same methods should not succeed in establishing similar irrefutable laws in the realm of human affairs.  With the new methods discovered by natural science, order could be introduced into the social sphere as well – uniformities could be observed, hypotheses formulated and tested by experiment; laws could be based on them, and then laws in specific regions of experience could be seen to be entailed by wider laws…


The rational reorganization of society would put an end to spiritual and intellectual confusion, the reign of prejudice and superstition, blind obedience to unexamined dogmas, and the stupidities and cruelties of the oppressive regimes which such intellectual darkness bred and promoted.  All that was [required] was the identification of the principal human needs and discovery of the means of satisfying them.  This would create [a] happy, free, just, harmonious world…  This view lay at the basis of all progressive thought in the nineteenth century, and was at the heart of much of the critical empiricism which I imbibed in Oxford as a student.
Reading: an anecdote from the Jewish Hassidic tradition 


Two disciples of an old rabbi were arguing about the true path to God.  One said that the path was built on effort and energy.  “You must give yourself totally and fully with all your effort to follow the way of the Law.  To pray, to pay attention, to live rightly.”  The second disciple disagreed.  “It is not effort at all.  That is only based on ego.  It is [actually] pure surrender.  To follow the way to God, to awaken, is to let go of all things and live in the teaching. ‘Not my will but thine.’”


As they could not agree on who was right they went to see the master.  He listened to the first disciple praised the path of wholehearted effort and when asked by this disciple, “Is this the true path?” the master said, “You’re right.”  The second disciple was quite upset and responded eloquently [describing] the path of surrender and letting go.  When he had finished he said, “Is this the true path?” and the master replied, “You’re right.”  A third student who was sitting there said, “But master, they can’t both be right,” and the master smiled and said, “You’re right too!”
Reading:  an excerpt from the poem “Matins” by Denise Levertov

Marvelous Truth, confront us

at every turn,

in every guise, iron ball,

egg, dark horse, shadow,

cloud

of breath on air,

dwell 

in our crowded hearts

our steaming bathrooms, kitchens full of

things to be done, the

ordinary streets.

Thrust close your smile

that we know you, terrible joy.
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Over the holidays Elaine and I had the opportunity to watch a favorite movie of ours on video.  It’s a courtroom drama from 1992 called “A Few Good Men,” and stars Tom Cruise and Jack Nicholson.  The plot revolves around two marines who are accused of killing a follow marine, a private named Santiago, at their barracks at Guantanamo Bay.  Tom Cruise plays a young defense attorney, who is trying to prove that the accused soldiers are not murderers, but were simply carrying out orders.  Jack Nicholson is the highly decorated commander of the military base, who claims that such orders – a so-called code red – were never given.

I don’t know why, but over the years the movie has taken on a firm place in Gehrmann family life.  Maybe it’s because the father issues with which the young, aspiring attorney struggles – his father was a famous attorney - speak to me.  Maybe it’s because we have always liked courtroom dramas – long before we knew Elaine would one day enter law school. Maybe it’s because we are both big Jack Nicholson fans.  Maybe it’s because Tom Cruise is kind of cute.

In our family, we have fallen into the habit of reciting lengthy stretches of the film’s dialogue over dinner, or dropping key phrases in kitchen conversation.  So that after a while our children, still too young to watch the movie, have proven quite adept at impersonating Jack Nicholson, based purely on their parental models. 

In the climactic final act, the young attorney provokes and forcefully confronts the colonel, asking him, “Did you order the code red?”  In the heat of the moment the colonel responds, “You want answers?”  

Attorney: “I think I’m entitled.”  

Colonel: “You want answers?!”  

Attorney: “I want the truth.”  

Colonel: “You can’t handle the truth.”

Colonel: “Son, we live in a world that has walls, and those walls have to be guarded by men with guns.  Whose gonna do it?  You?  […]  I have a greater responsibility than you can possibly fathom.  You weep for Santiago and you curse the marines, you have that luxury.  You have the luxury of not knowing what I know.  That Santiago’s death, while tragic, probably saved lives.  And my existence, while grotesque and incomprehensible to you, saves lives.  You don’t want the truth, because deep down in places you don’t talk about at parties, you want me on that wall, you need me on that wall.  We use words like honor, code, loyalty.  We use these words as the backbone of a life spent defending something.  You use them as a punch line.  I have neither the time nor the inclination to explain myself to a man who rises and sleeps under the blanket of the very freedom that I provide, and then questions the manner in which I provide it.  I would rather you just said ‘Thank you’ and went on your way.  Otherwise I suggest you pick up a weapon and stand at post.  Either way, I don’t give a damn what you think you are entitled to.”  

Attorney: “Did you order the code red?”

Colonel: “I did the job…”

Attorney: “Did you order the code red?”

Colonel: “You’re goddamn right I did.”

And with that the colonel admits that his orders led to the death of the marine, and that he had engaged in a series of illegal acts to hide this fact.  He is busted.

What strikes me about this scene, is how well Jack Nicholson portrays the colonel’s belief in the particular truths that guide his actions.  Truths which he believes are far more fundamental and consequential, than the trivial truths the young attorney is uncovering in the court room.

The colonel believes in truths more profound than those of the law.  Accordingly he breaks the law, and by the end of the movie faces court martial and incarceration.  

* * *

Unitarian Universalists have always been concerned about the truth. Our religious forebears were critical and courageous thinkers, unafraid to question the commonly held truth of their times, and pointing toward deeper truth.  This often made them heretics in the eyes of their religious contemporaries.  

As religious progressives, they used the most advanced scholarship of their day to shed light upon age old religious truths. To this day we strive to drive out “error, superstition and dogmatic nonsense.”  We believe a free and responsible search for truth and meaning is our ongoing duty.

* * *

When we were out visiting family in California this past summer, we had the opportunity to attend a Sunday service at the UU Church of Santa Monica.  The guest speaker that morning was Max Johnson, a young man studying the philosophy of religion.  The title of his sermon was “Toward a Postmodern UUism.”

The point Johnson made was that Unitarian Universalism is very much a product of the modern age, the age of rational humanism and science.  And while rational humanism has served us very well for centuries, it is a poor tool to guide us through the dawning postmodern age.

As example he offered the problem of religious pluralism.  “Religious traditions say many things about the nature of reality, but they often appear to be in conflict with one another.  This is what philosophers call the “problem of conflicting truth-claims.”  The problem becomes obvious when we look at the three major theological positions:  theism, non-theism, and atheism.”  

Theism holds that there is an ultimate transcendent reality with purpose and will – a personal God.  Non-theism holds that the ultimate transcendent reality is a realm or organizing principle, like the Tao, or the law of Karma.  Atheism is not so much a positive statement about what ultimate reality is, but rather a firm conviction that there is no such thing as a transcendent reality, whether personal or not.

Three mutually exclusive beliefs.  So, which one of them is true, and which is false? 

* * *

One of the big differences between modernism and postmodernism, is how they deal with diversity.

Modernism is rooted in three key assumptions that date back to Plato, four centuries before the common era.  The first assumption is that in the sciences all genuine questions must have one true answer and one only, all the rest are necessarily errors.  The second assumption is that there must be a dependable path toward the discovery of these truths – the empirical scientific method.  The third assumption is that the true answers, when found, must necessarily be compatible with one another and form a single whole. 

These are powerful and profound assumptions that provided the basis for amazing scientific progress.

As children of the modern age, when we encounter statements that seem to be mutually exclusive, we naturally assume that only one of them can be true.  We try to use the tools of science - cool logic, rational argument, objective observation – to separate the true from the false.

Postmodernism takes a different approach. If asked, “Which is true: theism, non-theism or atheism?” the postmodernist might answer… “yes.”

If pressed, and reminded that they are mutually exclusive statements, that they can’t all be right, if asked again, “Which is true and which is false?” the postmodernist might reply… “depends.”  Depends who you are, depends where you are, depends when you are.

* * *

Are the assumptions that guide this county’s foreign policy true or false?  Is America the world’s bully or the world’s idol?  Have the dangers of terrorism increased or declined over the past years?  Are the Republicans or the Democrats right?  Which path will lead us to prosperity and peace?  Do we need more regulation or more deregulation?  Do we need more government programs or more individual initiative?  Should we promote religious values in our society or strive for a secular state?  

The correct answer is “yes.”  Or, “depends.”

* * *

The Czech playwright turned politician, Vaclav Havel, writes, “Classical modern science described only the surface of things, a single dimension of reality.  And the more dogmatically science treated it as the only dimension, as the very essence of reality, the more misleading it became.  Today, for instance, we know immeasurably more about the universe than our ancestors did, and yet, it increasingly seems they knew something more essential about it than we do, something that escapes us…  The world of our experience seems chaotic, disconnected and confusing.  There appear to be no integrating forces, no unified meaning, no true inner understanding of phenomena in our experience of the world.  Experts can explain anything in the objective world to us, yet we understand our own lives less and less.  In short, we live in a […] world, where everything is possible and almost nothing is certain.”  (The Truth about Truth p. 234)

* * *

The movie “A Few Good Men” portrays two competing perspectives of truth. What fascinates me about the film is not how one is obviously true and the other false.  What fascinates me is how each of the alleged truths are completely plausible for the person grounded in them, and how they are utterly unacceptable for the one standing outside of them.  This matches my own experience of truth


But a black/white, true/false approach doesn’t work well in our pluralist, diverse world, with all its shades of meaning and understanding and morality.  What we need is a more differentiated perception and appreciation for our diverse and divergent experiences and beliefs and goals.  

Rather than simply dismiss those with whom we disagree, we need to understand the truth from which they speak.

* * *

Pluralism is often regarded as kind of moral relativism.  But Isaiah Berlin disagrees.  “It is not relativism,” he writes.  “Members of one culture can, by the force of imaginative insight, understand the values, the ideals, the forms of life of another culture or society, even those remote in time or space.  They may find these values unacceptable, but if they open their minds sufficiently they can grasp how one might be a full human being, with whom one could communicate, and at the same time live in the light of values widely different from one’s own…”

Jack Nicholson’s colonel in “A Few Good Men” may be portrayed as a tragically misguided villain, but his motives are not beyond our understanding. They may be unacceptable, but they are not incomprehensible.

Isaiah Berlin writes, pluralism is the idea that “there are many different ends that men [and women] may seek [in their lives] and still be fully rational, fully [human], capable of understanding each other and sympathizing and deriving light from each other, as we derive it from reading Plato or the novels of medieval Japan – worlds, outlooks, very remote from our own….  We are free to criticize the values of other [individuals or] cultures, to condemn them, but we cannot pretend not to understand them at all…”  (p.52)

* * *

Any truth we express does not exist apart from us.  Any truth we experience is intricately bound up with who we are – as men or women, young or old, gay or straight, rich or poor, artists or engineers, poets or politicians or pacifists, American or European, Asian or African, Islamic or Christian, living in the twenty-first century, or the eighteenth century or the fourth century before the common era.

In the realm of religion, in the realm of history and politics, there is no absolute truth that exists independently of those who experience it or express it.  

It is only through the doorway of personal truth that we can approach universal truth.

The path to God, the path to truth, will look different for each of us, depending who we are, where we are.  But there will also be certain similarities, which we cannot ignore.

We are called to recognize the kernel of truth that each of us carries within, and from which each of us speak.  We are called to recognize the common themes of our shared humanity.  We are called to cultivate deeper understanding, and more meaningful engagement, respectfully challenging one another – as we move toward new truth.

This, I believe, is the true path to peace.

On this path truth can present itself to us in any shape or size, in any guise.  An iron ball.  An egg. A Shadow.  A cloud of breath on air.

Truth may find us in kitchens or bathrooms or ordinary streets.

Wherever truth finds us,

may we dare to welcome its terrible joy.

Amen.
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