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When I was a kid, my grade school printed up a bunch of “Jefferson Elementary School” t-
shirts.  Oh, they were gorgeous!  I asked my parents if they would buy one for me.  No.  Well, I had
some allowance, could I buy one?  No, you can’t do such a silly thing.  And in our house, there was
no hope of bargaining.  But . . . I really wanted that t-shirt!  So, I saved up my money, and bought
it on the sly.  The t-shirts came in, and they looked so good!  But when I finally got mine at the end
of the day, I had to bury it in my backpack, so nobody could see it on the way home.  Just in case
they might somehow spill the beans to my parents.  And when I got home, I couldn’t very well put
it in my dresser drawer with the other t-shirts.  Aha!  I figured it out:  I hid that wonderful t-shirt in
the linen closet under a stack of towels way in the back.  My 8-year-old brain figured that nobody
would find it way back there.  It wasn’t a week before my mother presented me with that t-shirt, and
asked, “what’s this?”  Like an 8-year-old, I played dumb:  “I don’t know.”  “How did it get in the
back of the linen closet, under the towels?”  “I don’t know.”  And each question, each lie I told,
made me feel worse and worse.  And, of course, I was punished.  I have no idea what happened to
that t-shirt.  But what really happened back then?  Push below the surface.  I was living a lie, because
my action had broken faith with my parents.  Not only had I disobeyed, I had been deceptive.  I hid
the truth.  I had acted falsely, in word and deed.  And I found myself always looking over my
shoulder, lest I be found out.  Which eroded any closeness with my parents, lest I slip up.  Would
they find out?  Remember, I was 8 years old.  You don’t really think things through.  More than that,
I was not enjoying that purchase at all, because I certainly couldn’t wear the T-shirt.  If I dared to
even take a peek at it, I might be caught.  I was “living in a lie.”  Lying to myself that it wasn’t so
bad.  Lying to others in my relationships.  And lying to my dim 8-year-old understandings of God. 
And it just wasn’t much fun, either.  The price of that T-shirt was just too high.  What is really going
on when we tell the truth?  What really happens when we don’t?  What is the price we really pay? 
Look below the surface, and you see a web of human relationships built, or shredded.  What we do
affects others.  Like telling the truth.  

Well, during these riotous first two weeks of 2021, our souls might feel like we are skidding
on black ice in the dark.  We are living with multiple stresses at the same time:  almost four hundred
thousand avoidable deaths of our fellow citizens from the virus.  The election that turned out to be
the cleanest one in decades – but a certain someone with a loud social media trumpet has been
spreading the outright falsehood that he won the election “by a lot.”  The invasion of our national
Capitol building by insurrectionists – egged on by that trumpet – dressed in combat gear, with
weapons, intending harm to our elected officials who had gathered to certify the election results.  The
more we’ve learned about the events of January 6th, the more terrifying it gets.  And now we live
in dread that this very day, there might be more deadly action in Washington, DC, or in state capitols,
or who knows where.  Or maybe during the Inauguration on Wednesday.  Or both.  Yes, we are
living in unprecedented stressful times!  How does it feel to live in agonizing days that will become
a paragraph in some high school history textbook?  Yeah, it feels like we’re skidding on black ice.



  And all resulting from un-faithful, un-truth telling.  You tell a big lie enough times, over
and over, and folks start believing it.  Writer David French speaks of two kinds of lies, “enabling
lies” and “activating lies.”(1)  Enabling lies set the tone, undermine the facts.  When he was a kid,
RJ had a friend who, whenever they played poker, would always say, “I win!”  Every hand.  “I win!” 
Even when he lost.  You just can’t play a game with somebody like that.  Or . . . talk with somebody
who believes that the one who clearly lost, somehow really won.  Enabling lies set up what French
calls the activating lie.  “The Jews betrayed Germany, so let’s lock them up in concentration camps.” 
And so the lie activated the deed.  And six million Jews, gypsies, and LGBT persons, were
murdered.  You set the tone – and then you set them loose.  But just trying to correct the accuracy
of people’s facts is not enough.  As Timothy Snyder put it in his recent essay in the New York
Times, “post-truth wears away the rule of law and invites a regime of myth.”(2)  And what happens
then?  A poll released last Friday revealed that “56 percent [of Republicans polled] say it was an
attempt to overturn the election and keep Trump in power. . . . It’s a sign of how effective [his]
conspiracy theory peddling has been that a majority of Republicans, at least in this poll, see
overturning the November election result as preserving, not overthrowing, the government.”(3)  We
start believing the untruths.  We start questioning whether there even is something called truth
altogether.  Pilate, through narrowed eyes, cynically questions the battered Jesus, “what is
truth?”(John 18:38)  We’re breathing the polluted atmosphere of deliberate untruths.  And it is
killing us.  Literally.

What can be done?  Listen to Eli:  “And don’t you lie to me, boy.  Because I can always tell.” 
Just tell the truth?  Yeah, right.  Shaking a finger at people who’ve swallowed a whopper just won’t
do the job.  But look closer.  There’s old Eli, who suffers from macular degeneration of both eyes
– and soul.  He misread Hannah’s fervent prayers for a baby, as her just being drunk.  His two boys
were “scoundrels” – a polite way to put it – fleecing the worshipers and getting fat off the profits. 
Dallied with the ladies of the temple.  And just laughed at dear old dad’s limp rebukes.  Because of
that, despite him being head honcho at Shiloh, “the word of the LORD was rare in those days.”  But
when young Samuel came back again and again in the night, Eli finally figured it out.  The Word was
speaking again – to somebody else.  But he guided his replacement in proper etiquette with God
nevertheless.  We need a guide into the ways of truth.  And what a message the boy got as his first
assignment!  “Eli, your entire household will vanish because you were a lousy father and permitted
priestly dishonor.”  But when day breaks, and young Sam reluctantly comes to him, the old man says,
“tell me the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”  And Sam does, tears in his voice.  But
look at what happened.  Truth happened.  If nothing else, Eli was faithful to the truth.  He trusted
God, no matter what the message might be.  And that made all the difference.  Not only did he want
Sam to tell him accurate facts, his words also said, be true to who you are.  Be true to me.  Be true
to God.  In a world that is so fragmented, so polluted by lies that even the Word of God can’t punch
through, you be true to me.  Truth, you see is not only based on trust – truth creates trust.  Builds
relationships.  Or re-builds them.  Always, always relational.  What lies erode, telling the truth will
repair.  And so Eli stood firm:  “don’t you lie to me, boy.”  Because there is so much riding on your
telling the truth.  You, Sam, can rebuild this world.  Reconnect us with God.

But, friends, is that so?  Is that really so?  In these days of accusations of fake news, of
“alternate facts” just assumed, can the torn fabric of this world be repaired?  Hear Czech playwright,
later president, Vaclav Havel, writing during the depths of the Soviet occupation, when lies were the
coin of getting along:  “It works only as long as people are willing to live within the lie.”  He
imagines a greengrocer who has finally had it with “living in the lie,” and begins to speak his mind,



to tell the truth.  “By breaking the rules of the game, he has disrupted the game as such.  He has
exposed it as a mere game. . . . He has shown everyone that it is possible to live within the truth.”(4) 
To remain silent in the face of lies is to tacitly permit them to pollute the air we breath.  But when
we tell the truth, when we choose to live within the truth, we point beyond ourselves, to a power that
can bring human beings together.  And we bear witness to our faith that there is something in this
life larger than my narrow self-interest.  A true reality that surrounds us and uplifts all of us.  Last
week, Republican Rep. Jaime Herrera Beutler, a Yes on impeachment, [said], “I am not choosing
a side. I’m choosing truth.  It’s the only way to defeat fear.”(5)  As moral theologian Bernard Häring
puts it, a “[h]ealing fidelity in the midst of an unfaithful world is . . . a sign of God’s faithful
presence.”(6)  By telling the truth, by living the truth, we become that sign.  There’s a reason that
God said, “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.”(Exodus 20:16)  Because God
knows that truth binds together what lying splits apart, because a trust-worthy fidelity to speaking
and acting true-ly is the glue that holds us poor humans together in society.  And when we tell the
truth, we become living reminders that God has not left the building.  By choosing to live the truth.

And, friends, there are a thousand and one ways to do that.  To “do” the truth.  Ways that bear
witness to this something larger that uplifts us.  One witness was Capitol Police officer Eugene
Goodman, on January 6.  Over 10 million people have seen the video shot by HuffPost reporter Igor
Bobic, of this lone Black officer chased up the stairs by a raging crowd of white supremacists.  And
at one landing, he paused, turned toward the mass of rioters surging up the stairs toward him.  He
glanced to his left.  There he saw two chairs against the corridor wall, and between them, the
entrance to the senate floor.  He goaded the rioters, even gave one QAnon guy a chest-shove when
he also looked to the left, playing into the fact that they were racist and he was a lone Black man, and
so lured them to his right, up the stairs, and away from their targets.(7)  What did he do?  Eugene
Goodman – yes, say his name! – deliberately used the lie of racism to protect members of Congress,
and thereby testified to his commitment to the larger truth that holds us together.  Doing the truth,
living in the truth, can be something as risky as what Eugene Goodman did, or saying to that member
of your family, “no, that’s not true.”  It can be to remember history completely, including the
uncomfortable memories, like the Tulsa massacre a hundred years ago, when a white mob burned
down the Greenwood District, known as the “Black Wall Street,” leaving almost 40 dead.(8)  Who
remembers that deadly event today?  Or doing the truth can be something as simple as putting up a
sign in your yard that says, “In this house we believe Black lives matter, science is real, women’s
rights are human rights, love is love.”  Be the one that makes Jesus exclaim, “Hey!  Here’s a person
without guile!  They can help Me repair this world.”  Use your God-given holy ingenuity to figure
out ways to do the truth.  To break up the deadly untruth game.  And bear witness to the holy power
that binds us together.

Friends, the problems will not magically vanish because we have a new President.  It will
take time, and constant effort.  Living in the lie has split us apart.  Now, there are some who say,
“Christianity has not succeeded in transforming this world because it had not offered ‘adequate
incarnational resources.’”(9)  Well, I refuse to live in that lie, because I’ll tell you the truth:  I’m
looking at some pretty courageous “incarnational resources” right now.  Folks who will help Christ
repair the world.  By doing the truth.  Amen.
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