To Tell The Truth
An old episode of Calvin & Hobbes shows the budding delinquent philosophizing to his Tiger friend:  “Today at school, I tried to decide whether to cheat on my test or not,” Calvin confesses.  “I wondered, is it better to do the right thing and fail … or is it better to do the wrong thing and succeed?”
“On the one hand, undeserved success gives no satisfaction.  But on the other hand, well-deserved failure gives no satisfaction either,” Calvin muses with a puzzled expression.  “Of course, most everybody cheats some time or other.  People always bend the rules if they think they can get away with it.  Then again that doesn’t justify my cheating,” he says.
“Then I thought, look, cheating on one little test isn’t such a big deal.  It doesn’t hurt anyone.  But then I wondered if I was just rationalizing my unwillingness to accept the consequence of not studying.”
“Still, in the real world, people care about success, not principles.  Then again, maybe that’s why the world is in such a mess.  What a dilemma!” he concludes with an exclamation point.
“What did you decide?” asks Hobbes at that juncture.  “Nothing,” says Calvin.  “I ran out of time and I had to turn in a blank paper.”  “Anymore, simply acknowledging the issue is a moral victory,” the Tiger suggests helpfully.  “Well, Calvin finishes the conversation, “it just seemed wrong to cheat on an ethics exam.”
Calvin probably has more compunctions than many other young people, who might not be so reluctant to bend the rules.  A 2010 Report Card on the Ethics of American Youth from Rutgers University that surveyed over 24,000 students at 70 high schools found that “64 percent of students admitted to cheating on a test, 58 percent admitted to plagiarism and 95 percent said they participated in some form of cheating,”  Investigations by the Educational Testing Service confirm that academic skullduggery has risen dramatically over the last fifty years.  Whereas struggling students were more likely to cheat in the past, today kids bound for the Ivy League are just as likely to be dishonest.   Students are less likely to report classmates who cheat, less likely to get punished, and more likely to feel that gaming the testing and grading for their own advantage won’t really hurt anyone else.   Not surprisingly, scandals have tarnished elite institutions in recent years, from Harvard and Stanford to the Air Force Academy. 
If dishonesty is a growing problem among American youth, it might be pertinent to reflect that young people usually learn from their elders. In another cartoon, Calvin shows his school report card marked with F’s in every subject to his father, who is seated in an armchair.  “Well, Dad,” Calvin asks innocently.  “What do you suppose is the problem.  Is it my heredity or my environment?”  The role models that children receive are not always the best.  In the field of education, in Atlanta last year, eleven teachers were convicted of falsifying the scores on thousands of standardized exams to boost their own performance ratings.  In the world of sports, celebrities like Lance Armstrong are brought down by doping.  One hundred eleven Russian athletes under suspicion of using illegal meds were barred from last year’s Rio summer games.  When it comes to scientific endeavours, most of us who took high school chemistry realize that fudging the experimental data to get the results you want is sometimes the only way to get the right answer, but it’s not how science is supposed to work.  So when a prestigious journal like Nature has to retract articles filled with doctored numbers and outright fraud, as it did recently in the case of Haruko Obokata, who claimed to have discovered a simple new technique for creating stem cells, you realize that something has gone awry.  
We don’t expect scientists to lie.  But wherever money, power and prestige are at stake, truth is likely to be a casualty.  That’s why most of us are not surprised when big businesses use fancy accounting tricks to hide their assets, or when corporations like Coca-Cola or R.J. Reynolds fund bogus research proving their products are so safe and healthy.   We may deplore this behavior, but the boundaries defining ethical and legal niceties begin to blur when lying is not at all an aberration but an accepted and necessary business practice in so many of our respected institutions.  Police are trained to lie. Criminal investigations depend on the use of informants who are by their nature crooked.  Our legal system depends on prosecutors and defense attorneys who represent very different versions of reality.  Diplomats have an important job to do, as to salespeople, press agents, poets, novelists and cartoonists--not to mention politicians-- whose primary loyalty is not always to the facts.  
Mark Twain said that a lie can travel halfway around the world while the truth is still putting on its shoes.  He was prophetic, for in this age of social media, the word “truthiness” has emerged to describe the barrage of factoids and outright falsehoods whose ability to fill our Facebook walls at the speed of light give them an aura of plausibility.  The Clintons ran a child sex ring out of a pizza parlor in Washington, D.C.?  Sounds believable to some.  Donald Trump won the popular vote when you discount the millions who cast their ballots illegally?  No comment.  The president has now branded mainstream journals like the New York Times and Washington Post as “fake news,” releasing an acid into our public conversations that threatens to eat away and undermine the foundations of civil society.
For as Sisela Bok points out, lying destroys the very basis for human relationships.  It hollows out community.  When the U.S. government secretly carries out radioactive testing on unsuspecting citizens, putting isotopes into the breakfast oatmeal of disabled children, and then suppresses the facts, people soon begin to lose all faith in their elected leaders.  When the Times and other newspapers print White House distortions on Saddam’s weapons of mass destruction in the lead up to war, they cast doubt on their own credibility, and gave a veneer of legitimacy to every rant on YouTube.  When party insiders like Donna Brazile feed prepared questions to their preferred candidate in advance of a primary debate, they justify voter’s suspicions that the system is indeed rigged.  On a more intimate plane, when married partners break their vows of fidelity, the long term damage usually comes not so much from the sexual adultery as from the chronic deceit that usually accompanies such affairs.  In the personal sphere as well as in the political, trust is a precious resource, easily squandered, and hard to restore once it’s gone.  
While almost every religious tradition upholds the ideal of veracity in human relations, Unitarian Universalists place a special premium on truth telling.  We are known as the people who read ahead in their hymnals before singing, to see if we agree with all the lyrics, and this is not entirely a bad thing.  For the fact is that many of us belong to this congregation precisely because it is one religious institution where we can be completely honest with ourselves and each other.  While there are skeptics and doubters in every denomination, the rule of practice in many seems to be “don’t ask, don’t tell.”  You do not necessarily have to believe in all the creeds or doctrines of the church, as long as you keep your mental reservations to yourself.  But evasions and subterfuges of this kind take an inward toll.  They lead to incongruities between thought, word and deed, when the goal of authentic spirituality is to be the person we appear to be, like Horton the Elephant, to say what we mean and mean what we say, to be consistent internally and externally, to keep our word, which becomes impossible when words are not longer sincere.  
Thomas Paine put it strongly but correctly, when he said that  “it is impossible to calculate the moral mischief, if I may so express it, that mental lying has produced in society. When a man has so far corrupted and prostituted the chastity of his mind, as to subscribe his professional belief to things he does not believe, he has prepared himself for the commission of every other crime.”  The mind accustomed to shading the truth begins to play fast and loose with the everyday signification of things.  Torture becomes “enhanced interrogation.”  Civilian deaths become “collateral damage.”  War becomes peace. No wonder that the Gospel of John calls the devil a liar and the “father of lies.” 
You may have noticed, in this regard, that I am not a very diabolical man.  I tell lies fairly infrequently, and I’m not very good at it.  My face goes red, my concentration stumbles.  I avoid eye contact, my speech grows halting.  (I know, some of you are thinking “Gary’s always like that,” but it’s worse when I’m lying!)  In short, whenever I attempt the smallest prevarication, I look and feel guilty.  And while this make me a bad poker player, it does have its merits.  For I believe, with Emerson, that there are laws of the soul which are instantaneous and self-executing.  “He who does a good deed, is instantly ennobled. He who does a mean deed, is by the action itself contracted … When a man dissembles, deceives, he deceives himself, and goes out of acquaintance with his own being.”   While honesty is often inconvenient and may not even always be the best policy, it does seem necessary at some level for me to preserve my own self-respect.
That said, complete candor is not advisable.  I’m not referring here to white lies or social courtesies.  As Miss Manners correctly points out, it is necessary at times to say Yes when one means No, and on special occasions, No when one means Yes.  “Some ambiguity is desirable in social relations,” she affirms, “if only to keep us all paying attention.”  But more serious dilemmas confront us.  Sometimes there may be good reasons not to tell the truth.  Maybe some of you have wondered, for instance:
· Whether to reveal your sexual orientation to a prospective employer
· Whether to tell your mate about an affair that happened long ago and will never occur again, or to let sleeping dogs lie
· Whether to be totally forthcoming about a health condition with other members of your family
And of course, as my wife never tires of reminding our children, if you’re stopped by the police and asked “Did you do it?”, resist the urge to confess every misdemeanor you’ve committed since you were seven-years-old and stole the whistle from the dime store.  The correct answer is, “I want to speak with an attorney.”  But don’t talk with law enforcement.  
Aside from that, there are few unbreakable rules, but there are some basic guidelines that can help us determine when a falsehood is justified, and when it is merely self-serving.  
One is to simply put yourself in the position of the person you’re trying to deceive.  For while almost all of us can find reasons and invent justifications for lying, almost none of us likes to be duped or fooled.  The golden rule is not a bad standard.  It makes us look beyond our own ego-bound perspective and see the situation from the other person’s point of view.
Another touchstone is to ask yourself, how would you feel about telling a lie if your statements appeared in the next day’s headlines.  Sisela Bok calls this the test of publicity.  If you do decide to engage in a deception, is that a choice you could defend in the press or on TV?  Most of our rationalizations and excuses for lying are not really intended for hard scrutiny and would collapse under open examination.
Truth-telling is not the only bright star in the moral universe, but it is the pole around which many others revolve.  For if I cannot trust you to be true to your word, I cannot trust you in any other capacity, as a friend or partner or fellow citizen.  When honesty is cheapened, all society suffers.  And when we allow ourselves to fall into habits of duplicity, the hypocrisy we experience erodes our sense of integrity and self-possession.  We become lost in a maze of mendacity.  Only the truth can set us free.
