
MCCIA Bible Studies 2017: A Reflection

We adopted the series title of 'The Future of Truth in a Post-truth World' and looked at three texts in John's gospel that invoke the concept of truth. The passages were John 1:14, 8:32 and 14:6. The context has been the prominence of charges of 'fake news' and the ubiquity of spin in our public discourse. The very idea of truth is increasingly called into question when even simple, factual matters can be contested as if there were no right answers available.

We were very well served by our three study leaders (Fr. Brendan Byrne, Rev. Dr. Sean Winter and Rev. Ian Smith). Brendan Byrne helped us to see what a startling idea it is that truth might be embodied in a person. Propositions are made by people, so that truth is determined both by the way that the world is (as the proposition states - or not) and by the surrounding facts that may or may not undercut it, but which are at the discretion of the speaker to include. 'Spin' can go from a selection of the more favourable facts to an actual suppression of other relevant information, showing us that the intentions of the person forming propositions can be enough to render the propositions untruthful. In Jesus, we see a person who brings hidden things to light, revealing truth. More than that, we see God, whose purposes are revealed in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. These purposes are for healing and for restoration of life and relationship, as well as for reliable knowledge of ourselves and our world. 

Sean WInter identified the dominant view of truth in John's gospel as testimony, with the context of legal argument shaping much of the discourse between Jesus and his accusers. When it comes to assessing the truth of Jesus' claims concerning his own mission, the tests of correspondence and coherence are not much help. Propositions can only be tested for correspondence when we can observe what the proposition asserts. Our world view provides the horizon for what can be tested by coherence, making the genuinely new untestable. So we are left with the testimony of Jesus to his own mission and the challenge of believing - or not. The tantalizing additional claim is that believing allows us to know the truth which will also make us free!

Ian Smith helped us to see the importance of context for understanding Jesus' claim to be the Way, the Truth and the Life. At the Last Supper, they were gathered to celebrate the Passover meal, for which there was an expected liturgy. Jesus departed radically from this tradition in speaking of his own imminent death ('departure') and in instituting the new tradition of the Lord's Supper. In speaking of his departure, Jesus tells the disciples that they 'know the way'. Thomas protests that they don't know the way. So Jesus' reply asserts that they do know the way because they know him. Ian favoured the interpretation that the Truth and the LIfe are qualifications of 'the Way', so that following Christ is the Way, which is both truth (which can be in a person, as we have seen) and (resurrection and therefore eternal) life. 

Time did not allow us to revisit our initial concern about our public discourse. For me, the series has reinforced my sense that we need to be on our guard against those who intentionally select favourable facts only. It is a matter of common sense to recognize the need to be open to all the facts available in order to have a good view of any situation. Yet the encounter with Jesus who is in some sense truth also challenges me to become aware of my own departures from a full commitment to truth, usually where my own interests are somehow threatened. The world has not become 'post-truth', as it was always vulnerable to the suppression of truth by the powerful. Our human limitations expose us to settling for half-truths on a regular basis. Exposing half-truths requires commitment and effort (and sometimes money). It is also true that even fact-checkers may be influenced by a variety of biases. What is deadly in the current drift towards a 'post-truth' condition in our public discourse is any slackening of commitment to discerning and establishing truth.
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