
 

 

1 

1 

Truth in Advertising 

Reading from the Old Testament: Psalm 27:13 

Reading from the New Testament: John 1:6-18 

In the 11th Chapter of the book of NC General Statutes, we come 

to the subject of oaths, where it is stated: " Judges and other persons 

who may be empowered to administer oaths, shall require the party to 

be sworn to lay his hand upon the Holy Scriptures, in token of his 

engagement to speak the truth and in further token that, if he should 

swerve from the truth, he may be justly deprived of all the blessings of 

that holy book and made liable to that vengeance which he has 

imprecated on his own head." (ncleg.net) I kind of wish I'd had that statute 

in my hip pocket when my boys were little. Nothing like putting the fear 

of God in a four-year-old. Made liable to that vengeance which he has 

imprecated on his own head. "So, I ask again, did you, or did you not, 

draw a tractor on the wall with peanut butter?" 

Before testifying, with right hand lifted before God, the witness 

shall say, "I, A.B., do appeal to God, as a witness of the truth and the 

avenger of falsehood, as I shall answer the same at the great day of 

judgment, when the secrets of all hearts shall be known." At an age 

when I struggle to remember what I ate last night, I dread the thought 
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of testifying in court about my recollections of some event that 

transpired months before. Needless to say, the language is framed to 

convey the consequential nature of sworn testimony. The statute says, 

"lawful affirmations for the discovery of truth and establishing right are 

necessary and highly conducive to the important end of good 

government, therefore, such oaths and affirmations ought to be taken 

and administered with the utmost solemnity." 

Our clerk of session, Mary Elledge, serves as Assistant District 

Attorney for Mecklenburg County (which you may want to keep in mind 

when it comes to honoring your pledge), and so, on a regular basis she 

has to wrestle with the reliability or veracity of witnesses before she 

decides whether she can trust them on the stand. I called Mary this 

week to ask about her experience in the difficult work of determining 

whether she can trust the testimony of a potential witness. Guess what? 

It's not easy. She basically said you have to do your homework, pay 

attention to the consistency of their account, review their reputation for 

credibility, and maybe most importantly, listen to your gut. 

The search for truth is complicated, serpentine, and seldom 

definitive. As sentient, finite, and flawed beings, our grasp of or witness 
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to truth is inevitably partial. Thus, the reality seems to be that when 

we "swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth," 

we've already committed perjury. Perhaps Pontius Pilate spoke for all of 

us when he questioned Jesus, "What is truth?" It is a great question 

because on this green side of the grave, we do not possess the hardware 

to grasp pure truth. Think about it, when Pilate raised that question, he 

was looking straight into the eyes of truth, and he couldn't see it; and in 

that moment, that instant, Pilate was us. 

John reports that Jesus "was in the world, and the world came 

into being through him; yet the world did not know him." In the 

incarnation of Jesus Christ, we, like Pilate, came face to face with truth, 

and it was too much for us to take, and so, we sought to destroy it, or 

worse, dismiss or ignore it.  

God bless the social/movie/theater/restaurant critics who leave in 

print for posterity the evidence of their capture by the illusion that their 

opinion is truth for all. It is an illusion by which we are all held captive. 

We just have the advantage of not leaving behind the printed evidence.  
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So, we would do well to approach the idea of truth with an 

abundance of modesty. Pilate asks, "What is truth?" And for two 

thousand years there has been a fertile mosh pit of politicians, 

preachers, provocateurs, and polemicists elbowing one another out of 

the way to offer their pontifical answers. Frederick Buechner said, "The 

sound they make is like the sound of empty pails falling down the cellar 

stairs." (Frederick Buechner, Whistling in the Dark) Barbara Brown Taylor quipped 

that, "Once you have bitten into a mealy, pale pink tomato, it is hard to 

forgive the sign that said 'vine ripe.' Those two words will be suspect 

from now on, although your tongue knows exactly what they mean. The 

problem is the discrepancy between the word and the reality." (Barbara 

Brown Taylor, The Silence of God)  

You know, when someone says to you, "I'm just a truth teller," 

what they are actually saying without knowing it is, "I'm addicted to my 

own opinion." And given the rise of social media, it is an addiction that 

is rampant. As a result, it seems that in addition to the scourge of a 

pandemic, we are also in the midst of what David Brooks calls, "an 

epistemological crisis." Epistemology is the theory of knowledge, the 

investigation of what distinguishes justified belief from opinion, fact 



 

 

5 

5 

from fiction, truth from truthiness, misinformation, or falsehood. 

Referring to an essay by Jonathan Rauch, David Brooks observes, "that 

every society has an epistemic regime, a marketplace of ideas where 

people collectively hammer out what’s real. In democratic, 

nontheocratic societies, this regime is a decentralized ecosystem of 

academics, clergy members, teachers, journalists and others who 

disagree about a lot but agree on a shared system of rules for weighing 

evidence and building knowledge." 

"This ecosystem operates as a funnel. It allows a wide volume of 

ideas to get floated, but only a narrow group of ideas survive collective 

scrutiny." In such a system, Rauch says, "We let alt-truth talk,' but we 

don’t let it write textbooks, receive tenure, bypass peer review, set the 

research agenda, dominate the front pages, give expert testimony or 

dictate the flow of public dollars.” (David Brooks, New York Times)  

With the proliferation of internet access and social media, there 

has been an explosion of voices claiming to convey authoritative 

information or truth. Yet, these voices do not face the scrutiny of review 

or authentication. Some dude having a bad day types a few specious 

words on a keyboard, and with the infectious nature of social media, the 



 

 

6 

6 

next thing you know some fool lawmaker is standing before Congress 

promulgating the absurd as truth. How else do we get to a place where 

people who buckle their seatbelts every time they get in the car, claim 

that wearing a mask is somehow unpatriotic, a price too high to pay for 

your health and the health of others. We've got megachurches in New 

Mexico, thousands huddled together singing Silent Night, apparently 

unmoved the fact that, for a number of those present, that very act may 

result in the silence that comes with death, not only for some present, 

but also for others outside who pay a grave price for the church's 

Christmas carol. Just because something is inconvenient or not as you'd 

like, doesn't mean it is a hoax or fake news.  

Yes, I felt lost on Christmas Eve without you, but when we 

celebrate Emmanuel (God with us), can't we pause our traditions a 

while so that we can have you alive among us a little longer? That we 

are ten months into a worldwide pandemic with a death toll of over 1.7 

million and still have a significant populace ignoring the science, 

dismissing the threat, and calling it all a hoax, is clear evidence that 

our collective capacity to discern what is real has declined; that our 

covenantal commitment to identifying and lifting up voices that are 
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honorable, accountable, and trustworthy has been undermined by 

agenda driven voices that feel no obligation to the common good, much 

less the truth. Who do you trust? Who can we trust? By what process do 

we discern trustworthiness? 

One concept that was hammered into me throughout seminary 

was the critical question of source material. In all our studies, research, 

translations, and interpretations, we were challenged to always pay 

close attention to and authenticate our sources. Is it an original or 

primary source, and if it isn't original, is it true to or a fair 

representation of the original? How many layers of interpretation are 

there in the account you are reading? 

For example, take the story from a children's Bible storybook you 

share with your 4-year-old at bedtime. We begin with the event that the 

story recalls. On top of that, we have the original Greek language 

account of the event as passed down to or witnessed and interpreted by 

the author of the scripture text. On top of that we have the edits, 

redactions, and insertions by the curators of that original source. On top 

of that you have another layer of interpretation as the text is translated 

to a different language, in our case, English; and that translation itself 
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will be influenced by the theological/cultural/political leanings/purposes 

of the translator.  

Here you have to determine if the translation you are reading is a 

reliable expression of the original source. By the time you get to the 

children's story Bible, the story, which at this point is a simplified 

paraphrase instead of a translation, has passed through numerous 

layers of interpretation that may or may not be reliable.  

Whew! Sounds complicated. But here's the cool part, you are not 

left to figure all that out by yourself. That is one grace of the Church, 

the body of Christ. In Ephesians, it says, "The gifts he gave were that 

some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors 

and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building 

up the body of Christ." And so it is, that God gave us Rebecca, a director 

of spiritual formation who has dedicated her life to working through 

and vetting all those sources and interpretations, so that the materials 

and Bible storybooks she directs you to can be trusted as reliable and 

authentic expressions of what God has revealed in Jesus Christ. Isn't 

that cool? 
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The Reformed tradition, that historic community of faith to which 

we are connected has always placed a high value on an educated clergy 

and loving God will all our minds. In a world drowning in voices and 

opinions, the idea is that the church offers the gift of discernment, 

helping us to identify voices that offer a reliable expression of the love of 

God, the grace of Jesus Christ, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. 

When you bring a book to Rebecca, Whitney, Jessica, or even me, 

that you have seen or has been recommended to you, do you know what 

the first thing we do is? We flip through to find the publisher, the 

credentials of the author, and the people recommending it on the back 

cover. Very often, just that exercise can reveal a great deal about the 

theology, reliability, and sensibility of the book. And we'll check with 

one another, knowing someone else may have a better insight into what 

we're reviewing. That's just how we roll in the Reformed tradition, and 

that's why you'll occasionally see those bumper stickers saying, I love 

being Presbyterian or I love Montreat, because people have discovered 

that a thoughtful faith community seeking knowledge and 

understanding is a reliable and valuable companion as we swim 
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through the flood of words, opinions, and voices in this Wild West age of 

24/7 opinionating. 

Yet, when it comes to the curation of sources, I'll be the first to tell 

you that our insight is often limited by our own blind spots. And so, 

here in this forward of John's gospel, John is very intentional in 

focusing our attention on the unmistakable, irrefutable primary source 

that defines all things.    

John said, " And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and 

we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father's only son, full of grace 

and truth ... No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is 

close to the Father's heart, who has made him known." John is telling 

us that Jesus is the primary source through which we filter, 

understand, and respond to everything. James Howell writes that, 

"Jesus is the primal utterance of God, the Word behind the words, 

framed in the triune heart of God before time, yet not content to be 

sequestered outside of time." (James Howell, Feasting on the Word) Or, as Karl 

Barth said, “Jesus does not give recipes that show the way to God as 

other teachers of religion do. He is himself the way.” 
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To understand God, look to Christ. To understand yourself, look to 

Christ. To understand the world, look to Christ. To discern life's 

purpose, look to Christ. To know what to trust, look to Christ, through 

whom all things are made new. "Grace and truth came through Jesus 

Christ. No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to 

the Father's heart, who has made him known." 

How do we face tomorrow, journey through this new year, 

understand our purpose and possibilities, interpret the times, relate to 

our neighbor, serve our community, know the presence of our God? Pay 

attention to the source. May we see through the eyes of Christ, listen 

with the ears of Christ, and live with the heart of Christ. Amen.  

    

    

 

  

 

  


