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Earlier this year, Time Magazine came out with a list of trends that will shape society in the coming decades.

One of these trends, the experts predict, will be the quest for authenticity … a push to transcend the residue of decades of hyper-marketing in business, spin in politics and entertainment in just about everything, including the church.

“America has toxic levels of inauthenticity,” two business consultants wrote of this trend.  

Think about it, the consultants pointed  out.  Most of the email and a growing number of phone calls we receive are fake, generated by a computer somewhere. It’s so difficult to reach a real person via an 800 number that we had to invent the phrase ‘ real person’ to describe the entity we want to reach on the telephone.  Millions of people spend hundreds of hours on the computer, alone, living fake lives in virtual worlds.

And think about the products we buy … so many of the labels that claim a product is “real” or “authentic.”  One Mexican restaurant brands its ‘experience’ as “food with integrity” … whatever that is.

None of us this comes as a surprise to us, does it?  The Baby Boom generation, which has shaped our society in so many ways, grew up eating TV dinners … and, ever since, has fueled this non-stop upward spiral in the marketing wars.  Now, ironically, it has reached the point that business’ new strategy is to convince us that they are authentic, which is really just a matter of perception. 

The quest for what is real and true goes beyond business, of course.  

One of the new paradigms of our society in the 21st century is the idea that we can “wiki” almost anything.  That stems from the creation of the Wikkipedia, the online dictionary/encyclopedia that allows anyone to go in and provide the truth … as he or she sees it … about a subject or a person. 

It has become a sad norm in politics for candidates and campaigns to organize “truth squads” to follow each other around and counter-spin the message of the moment.  You can find dozens of websites, some created by the campaigns and others by third-party news organizations, whose sole purpose is to provide facts in response to what we see in political ads.

Think about what is at the heart of the current financial crisis:  The markets are in turmoil and storied names on Wall Street are disappearing at a rate of almost one per day … all because the system lost track of what homes were truly worth.  Too many bets were made … and too many bets on top of those bets … and now it is unraveling in what has become commonly called the biggest crisis since the great depression.

No wonder that the idea of “truthiness,” which the TV satirist Stephen Colbert gave us on his first broadcast, has taken hold in our national conversation.  Colbert symbolizes our current confusion, of course. He plays a news man … but is really an actor … but he has real guests on his show … and many viewers tune in to get actual news … even though they know it’s all an act.  As my mother-in-law pointed out, it says something when the only way a generation of Americans can swallow their daily dose of truth when it comes wrapped in satire and sarcasm.  We’ve come a long way from Walter Cronkite, who closed his real news broadcast with the words “that’s the way it is” and we took comfort in that directness.

But, back to truthiness: Truthiness, as Colbert uses it, and as I confirmed by checking Wikkipedia, is the idea that something must be true because it feels right in our gut … regardless of what the facts may indicate.

The quest for authenticity, is then, I suppose, in part a response to truthiness, if I understand all of this.

If you find all of this terribly confusing … if not also pretty depressing … then you are my friend … because I know I do.  It all leaves me feeling more jaded, more cynical than I would like.

And what does all of this craziness mean for our faith?

The thoughtful Christian is, of course, called NOT to suspend his or her mind in practicing faith.  A thoughtless faith soon runs aground.

To the contrary, Christ calls us in the gospel of Matthew to love the Lord with all our minds and Paul in Romans calls us to be transformed in our faith through the renewing of our minds.

 Our obligation, then, is to read scripture with a tender hold on truth … understanding that scripture is the divinely inspired story of God’s adoption and love for us … but one that is recorded by fallible humans, who were doing their best.

So for example, our Red Bus Sunday School class is currently reading the book of Genesis and sorting through what is unique to God’s story and where, in other places, the authors may have borrowed from popular myths of their day in order to get their point across.

The quest of the class this fall, then, is to read Genesis to find the story that is truer than true … to find the truth that transcends everything.

Meanwhile, our prospective and new members class is in the middle of a two-week discussion of what Presbyterians “believe” … a term I have learned to use advisedly here at Caldwell, because you are so much a thinking bunch.  These beliefs are the key ideas that Presbyterians have held close through the centuries, while, at the same time, admitting that each is surrounded by mystery.

A moment ago, Linda read two of the many passages of scripture that deal with the idea of truth – one defined from the worldview of the Old Testament and the other, from the New Testament, shaped by the Good News of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

The first reading comes from the book Isaiah, in which the prophet of the 8th century BC expresses God’s judgment and God’s promise of salvation.  Today’s passage is taken from the second half of Isaiah, when the prophet mixes hard reminders of Israel’s sins with assurances that God will one day restore God’s chosen nation.

Isaiah mentions truth as one of several characteristics that demonstrate discipleship and a life of covenant with God and with mankind.  The others are peace, righteousness, salvation, uprightness and justice.

Today’s verses paint a clear picture of Israel’s fall from that covenant. 

“So justice is driven back, and righteousness stands at a distance; truth has stumbled in the streets, honesty cannot enter.  Truth is nowhere to be found, and whoever shuns evil becomes prey.”

These few lines show why Isaiah was considered one of the greatest writing prophets.  The man has the ability to turn a phrase.

“Justice is driven back.  Righteousness stands at a distance. Truth has stumbled in the streets.”

There is a timelessness about those phrases.  They ring as true today as when they were written almost three thousand years ago.  

Did you hear, also, how the corruption of truth and honesty reaches beyond those who spread lies to affect the lives of those who would tell the truth?

“Truth is nowhere to be found, and whoever shuns evil becomes prey.”

The prophet describes a society in which the honest are ridiculed and shoved aside, a society so intoxicated by the possibilities of truthiness that it cynically laughs in the face of those who would raise their hand and point out that something is wrong.

It is a sobering judgment and warning … especially when we stop and think about how the truth has been, at the very least, stretched in the last decade – in politics and government and in business and finance.

Still, Isaiah is also the prophet who points to God’s grace and our salvation.  He writes in Chapter 9:

“For to us, a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders.  And he will be called Wonderful. Counselor. Mighty God. Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  Of the increase of his government and peace, there will be no end.”    Isaiah 9:6-7

That is where we pick up the story with John the apostle’s account of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Of the four gospels, John’s is by far the most metaphorical, a gospel that uses signs and other pointers of who Christ is, as opposed to the narrative story-telling of the other gospels.

So it is all the more interesting that, of the four gospels, John focuses the most on truth.  In fact, the references to truth in John outnumber any other single book in the Bible. 

And the truth IS Jesus Christ, God’s word and love for us incarnate, come into the world as God’s clearest self-expression.  So, my friends, in this world of truthiness, satire, cynicism and spin, we can put our trust in this one thing: The only absolute truth is God’s love for us.  That is the bedrock on which we can build our lives, our relationships, our careers and the institutions that shape our society, first and foremost among them, the church.

In devoting ourselves to that, we are called to become disciples of all that Christ said and taught … and in that life of discipleship we can come to know the liberating power of the truth of God’s love.  But, as the church, our understanding of the truth does not end there.

In 1788, those who were among the earliest Presbyterians in the young nation of America, set out to express what they called the “principles of church order.”  They did not consider truth as a stand-alone proposition.  In words that still form the foundations of our denomination, they wrote:

“On the contrary, we are persuaded that there is an inseparable connection between faith and practice, truth and duty.  Otherwise, it would be of no consequence either to discover truth or to embrace it.”                                                 Book of Order, Form of Government, G-1.0304

Like the wisdom of the words of Isaiah, those words span the generations. They transcend one time and place.  They remind us that we are called to do something with the confidence of knowing that nothing can separate us from the love of God, they remind us that the word that Christ used for the church described us as those who are called out, to be signs of God’s love and God’s kingdom to come.

The great British novelist and theologian C.S. Lewis addressed the incomparable nature of truth in his book In Our Tongues.  Listen to how he describes the relationship of the faith and truth.

“You sometimes hear people say ‘religion doesn’t appeal to me,’ and I once knew a girl who said ‘Religion is all right provided it doesn’t go too far.’  People who talk that way think religion is a think like football or music which may suit some of us and not others, or which you may be interested in up to a point and no further.

“The first step towards being grown-up is to realize that this is balderdash.  Christianity isn’t a hobby, or even a patent(ed) medicine.  It makes statements: God exists - man is broken – God became a man that can mend all other men …. If these statements are true, they concern everyone and are of infinite importance.  Either zero – or infinity. Either this wire is not a live wire or else it carries a current of infinite voltage.  Christianity can’t be moderately important.”

Friends, we come here to Caldwell to worship each Sunday to be re-charged by that infinite voltage of God’s love and the work in the world that it powers.  

In these times of what the consultant called “toxic levels of in-authenticity,” that voltage powers the light of truth that cuts through the fog and lights our path of perfect freedom.

Jesus the Christ, God’s purest expression of love, said: “If you hold to my teachings, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”

Amen

