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Proverbs 8:1-4, 22-31; Psalm 8; John 16:12-15
"Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?"  We seem to hear that phrase a lot in recent years. The trouble is that one cannot tell what the truth is by listening to court proceedings.  The prosecutor will accuse and the defendant will deny.   The listener is left to sort things out.  Did he do it?  Did he not? Is she telling the straight story, or embellishing to strengthen her case?  About the only truth that seems to come from trials is that both sides use information in any way they can to win.
From the famous trials of O. J. Simpson, Martha Stewart, the Enron executives, Michael Jackson, Saddam Hussein, Bernie Maddorf, and more recently the hearings with the banking industry, an unending list of situations exists wherein the world listens to testimony and struggles to determine the truth.  Sometimes it is impossible, because neither side seems to be telling the whole truth.

The world at large is also filled with misinformation, contradictory testimony, and misperception.  In nearly every area of life, the truth is difficult to determine. This car is better than that one, the ads declare.  This politician is right and the opponent is wrong.   We need to send more troops to Iraq to bring peace; we need to bring our troops home to bring peace.
President Truman once asked his advisors what results could be expected by following a certain economic plan. They told him that on one hand, the plan might do this; on the other hand, it might do the opposite.  Truman then remarked that he wished he could consult a one-armed economist. 

A movie entitled Meet the Parents some years ago depicted actor Robert De Niro as a former CIA agent who interrogated his future son-in-law. He grasped the young man's hands in a certain hold and began asking him questions.  He indicated to his daughter's bewildered fiance that by mere touch, he had been trained to do a lie detector test.  Oh that truth could be so easy to determine.  Holding truth, literally, in the palms of our hands.  
Sometimes the truth is difficult to grasp because reality is hard to accept.  We think we want to know the truth, but when we hear it, the human response of denial comes into play and makes the situation appear more promising that reality.  Surely it is not cancer, the patient thinks, when going in for exploratory surgery.  Grandma is just getting forgetful, the family thinks at the outset of Alzheimer's disease.  Does not memory loss happen to everyone sooner or later?
Or, our memories can be self-serving.  We simply will not listen or even participate in conversations meant to discern truth if they do not suit our personal idea of the truth.  And we deny that there can be a truth other than what we have created in our own minds. 

Reminds me of another famous movie scene that captures the mood of denial.  In a courtroom scene in A Few Good Men, the military prosecutor, played by Tom Cruise, loudly demands from the witness, "I want the truth!"  The conniving witness, played by Jack Nicholson, with fierce disdain bellows back, "You can't handle the truth!" 


Because the truth is so difficult to discern in most situations in life, it would be useful to have some guidance to assist us. This is especially important when the issues facing us are of ultimate importance. 
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Jesus was the guide to ultimate truth about God and God’s purposes for humanity and about humanity itself.  He did not need to grasp people’s hands to know the truth about them.  When he spoke to the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4:7-29), he knew immediately how many husbands she had had and that the one she lived with was not really her husband.   
When Jesus spotted Nathanial coming toward him (John 1:47-48), he sized up his character in an instant:  "Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!"   When he met Zacchaeus (Luke 19:2-9), Jesus knew precisely what were his sins and what was his potential for transformation.  
Jesus spotted another tax collector named Levi (Luke 5:27-28) and knew right away that he would make a good disciple.  No matter the shape of reality, Jesus knew and could handle the truth about people. 


Jesus also represented the truth.  This is widely undisputed, even by persons of other faiths.  Many world religions know about the teachings of Jesus and claim him as a great moral teacher, or a Vishnu (one of many incarnations of Hindu truth).   Muslims believe that Jesus was one of their prophets, and Jews regard Jesus as a great rabbi and reformer.  Even new age religions are sprinkled with truths spoken by Jesus.  The whole world seems to attest that Jesus spoke the truth about life and morality.
Maybe we think to ourselves:  how easy it would be, to know the truth if Jesus was still here among us.  He could answer the difficult questions of the day and give us guidance.  He could give a deposition explaining his life and his ultimate purpose.  He could tell us now, in his own words—not words that have been translated, interpreted, paraphrased, or redacted—the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth about himself, God, ourselves, and the world. 

Clearly, we do not have Jesus with us in such a physical sense, and he cannot speak directly for himself.  We have his words contained in the scriptures, but these are open to interpretation, even misinterpretation.   But today’s gospel from John on this Trinity Sunday tells us that Jesus knew the truth would be difficult to determine after he had left the scene.  He knew of the ongoing need of the disciples and the early church to be taught and live into God's truth.   
He knew also of the need of the church through the ages for some faithful witness to the gospel accounts, for some authority to proclaim what God the Father intended, what God the Son had accomplished.  He knew that the disciples and all people would need assistance to find truth and wisdom and strength and power.

So, Jesus sent another person, a third part of the personality of God, the Holy Spirit, to be that ongoing witness, often called the paraclete or the comforter.   This is the counselor, the legal advocate to stand beside the readers of scripture to help them sort out the truth.  This is the witness, who attests with God's full authority that Jesus is the Christ.  This is the breath of God, a person without any body, except for us, the corporate body of Christ.   The Spirit is a breath, a wind (God’s ruah in the Hebrew), an unseen stirring that moves the church as a breeze fills a sail and moves a great ship.
 
We do not have Jesus in the flesh in the sense that the disciples did, except in the Eucharistic mystery that also speaks by the Spirit.   But we do have the one whom Jesus sent, the one with the same power, the same witness, the same knowledge of the truth.  Jesus said, "I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will 
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guide you in all truth" (16:12).   It is as if the disciples were saying, "We want the truth," and Jesus replies, "You can't handle the truth."  Not until later.  Not until now.

Did you ever consider that we, living so much later, and without the personal presence and influence of Jesus himself—without his power, his personality, his in-the-flesh charisma, his persuasiveness—that we would be in a better situation than his followers to understand the truth?  Jesus’ first followers did not have the New Testament to read, study, and ponder.  
But we do—we have the written Word, and we have Jesus the Living Word in our hearts, and we have the Holy Spirit.  We do not have to wait as did the disciples for the Spirit to come and lead them into truth.  To them he said, "You are not ready."  To us he says, "You now have the Counselor, the Spirit of truth, so that nothing will remain hidden and all things will be revealed." 
This one is God's Spirit who speaks in Jesus' place, who takes up the work that Jesus left off, who tells us the rest of the unfolding story of how God did once and continues to engage God's people and lead them in truth.  This one is God’s Spirit who guides the Church and came to live within the disciples and lives within us who are Christ’s Body, so that they and we will be able to do what Jesus did and more.  This one is God’s Spirit who helps us discern what is good and pure and holy and true.  As we pray and open our hearts and minds, the Holy Spirit will guide us into truth.


We are given this gift, that even in the absence of the physical witness of Jesus, we can read God’s word, be open to the Spirit of Wisdom, and read and hear the truth that can change hearts and transform the world.

Are you ready?  Are you willing?  Are you hungry for the truth of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit?

Let us pray:  
Come Holy Spirit, and lead us into the truth of Jesus; come and help us receive God’s love in the person of Jesus; come and guide us in our study of God’s revelation in Scripture; come and reveal to us the truth and love in God’s great dynamic, living, breathing plan for our world.  Amen.

*Adapted from “A Guide for the Truth,” by Clayton J. Schmit, Pulpit Resource, Vol. 35, No. 2, 2007

