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PUBLIC TRUTH

Exodus 20:16; Jeremiah 6:13-14

Four college girls were driving across campus on their way to class when they saw a group of boys they knew, pulled over, and spent about an hour talking with them.  By the time they got to class, it was over.  The professor asked them why they were late, and they answered, “We had a flat tire.”  The professor gave them the assignments they missed and then said, “Oh, and you missed a quiz, but you can take that right now.  Each of you sit down in different corners of the room and take out a piece of paper.  The quiz has only one question, and if you all come up with the same answer, I’ll give you all an ‘A’.  The question is, ‘Which tire on your car went flat?’”

Lying is very common.  Usually people lie in order to protect themselves from embarrassment, blame, or punishment.  A true story:  A young man was arrested for stealing a car.  But he gave this excuse to the police:  “I found the car parked in front of the cemetery and assumed the owner was dead.”  No one wants to be punished, blamed or embarrassed—even if they are at fault.  And so there is always a tendency for us to lie.

The Christian faith has always been against lying, and many Christians assume that the ninth commandment is a blanket prohibition against lying.  But actually the ninth commandment has a more limited focus.

“You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.”  This isn’t a commandment against all lying.  This is a commandment against a very specific kind of lying.  The Hebrew words translated “bear false witness” are legal technical terms.  In other words, this commandment is referring to lying that occurs in court when one is giving public testimony.  Notice that it is also lying that is “against your neighbor.”  In other words, it is referring to false statements in court against another person in order to get that person in trouble.

Is it wrong to lie in every circumstance?  Is it wrong to lie to someone who is robbing you—telling them you have no money when actually you have $100 hidden in your shoe?  Is it wrong to lie in order to protect an innocent person?  I don’t know if the Bible addresses those questions.  Certainly this commandment does not.  It may be that under certain circumstances a lie might be the right thing to do.  But what the ninth commandment is saying is that it is wrong—always wrong—to lie in court against another person.

Why is this kind of lying always wrong?  Why is this kind of lying so serious that it makes it on to the Top Ten list of God’s commandments?  Because the purpose of a law court is to do justice, and justice is threatened with derailment unless the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth is being told in court.  Without absolute truthfulness, justice may be perverted.  The wrong person may be punished, or the right person is punished but punished to the wrong degree or in the wrong way.

A law court not only requires that everyone answer questions truthfully, but a law court also determines what questions can legitimately be asked.  One of the reasons we lie is because we are asked questions that are no one’s business, or that are unfair or prejudicial.  The law court decides what are the fair questions that are pertinent and necessary for deciding the case.  For instance, in American law courts it is considered unfair to have to answer questions that may incriminate yourself.  It’s also considered unfair to force a person to testify against their spouse.  So the court has to decide which questions are fair, pertinent and necessary, and then the court demands that we answer those questions and answer them truthfully.  Without that agreement, society will not have justice.

So this is why the ninth commandment was so important to the Israelites.  But the Israelites asked themselves:  “Is it permissible to make a false statement against someone else outside of court?”  Israelite law said, no.  Leviticus 19:16(a) says, “You shall not go around as a slanderer among your people …”  Slander means making false statements that harm another person or their reputation.  Slander was a big problem in Israelite society.  The psalmists often lament the lies their enemies are spreading about them.  For instance, Psalm 27:12 says, “Do not give me up to the will of my adversaries, for false witnesses have risen against me …”  Slander is a kind of robbery.  You are robbed of your reputation, and even if the slander is later discredited, it is almost impossible to fully retrieve what you lost.  And so the Bible takes with utter seriousness the need to never make false or misleading statements about another person.  Public speech—whether in court or out of court—that has implications for the lives of others, must be truthful speech.

Today we have a type of public speech that did not exist in ancient Israel.  We have the mass media:  radio, television, Internet, weblogs, mass e-mails.  Public speech has mushroomed before our eyes, and so has the opportunity and danger of bearing false witness against one’s neighbor.

For instance, the news media have the specific task of providing us with truthful information.  Because without truthful information, citizens of a democracy cannot make accurate, informed decisions.  From time to time a major news organization will fall for a hoax or not adequately check the accuracy of a story.  This happened last year to CBS when it was taken in by forged documents regarding Bush’s national guard service.  This happened recently to Newsweek when it reported that the Quran had been flushed down a toilet at Guantanimo Bay.  They had to retract the story when they did not have sufficient evidence.  This is an ongoing challenge for the news media to make sure that what they are reporting is accurate.

But another problem in the news media is something more subtle:  bias.  Many major news outlets are accused of having a liberal bias.  From time to time when I’m watching the national news on TV I’ll say to myself, “That story had a definite liberal slant.”  But I get even more distressed when I see conservative news bias that is proud of its bias and intentionally promotes that bias.  I know of a Christian radio station that advertised itself by saying its news was “unbiased and from a conservative perspective.”  I went to the pastor of the church that ran the station and asked him, “How can your news be unbiased and conservative?”  He answered, “Yeah, I’ve wondered that too.”

The fact is, we can’t escape having bias because we can’t escape having a perspective, a way of organizing reality so that it makes sense to us.  But public news needs to consciously find ways to keep one-sided bias in check and provide balanced perspectives.  Otherwise, the news media will be bearing false witness.

Bias is an even bigger problem in the unofficial news media:  talk shows and weblogs.  Here we often find that bias and extreme speech is rampant.  We have become a culture of polarized sides that are blind to their own faults and exaggerate the faults of the other side.  Recently an ad was put on TV attacking John Roberts’ possible appointment to the Supreme Court.  I did not see the ad, but I read about it, and apparently statements made in the ad take information out of context and play on people’s worst fears.  Complaints by liberals as well as conservatives convinced the sponsoring organization that created the ad to pull it.  All exaggerated speech, whether liberal or conservative, all extreme speech, all one-sided speech is a form of bearing false witness.

And then there’s the public speech of the government.

A few years ago, then Secretary of State Colin Powell made a historic presentation to the United Nations outlining in detail the evidence that Iraq had WMD and posed an immediate threat to the U.S. and other nations.  We now know that every key bit of evidence he presented was false witness.  It was all based on lies and biased analysis.  Colin Powell was not lying.  Lying means to intentionally speak falsely.  He was not lying, and he now deeply regrets that speech.  But he was persuaded to believe the lies and biased analyses of others, and some important contrary evidence was withheld from him.  Colin Powell did not himself lie, but the effect of his speech to the U.N. was to bear false witness against a neighbor.

Vice President Dick Cheney has said several times that the government of Saddam Hussein had ties with Al-Qaida—the terrorist group that attacked New York and the Pentagon.  In other words, Iraq and 9-11 are linked.  But Colin Powell told Barbara Walters on 20/20 last week that he has seen no evidence of a link between Saddam Hussein and Al-Qaida.  And yet, polls have shown that about 50% of Americans believe there was a link.  Why do so many Americans believe this?  Because the government leaders whom we depend on to tell the public the truth have told them there was a link, and certain news organizations continued giving credence to this claim even without sufficient evidence.

This particular administration has fallen victim to a dangerous type of false witness:  It’s the false witness that results when you want certain things to be true and you listen only to the evidence that already agrees with you.  This is a sure path to false witness.

But the false witness of this government that has bothered me the most has been the failure to be honest with the American public as to why we went to war with Iraq.  It was not because Saddam Hussein was in league with the 9-11 terrorists.  Former National Security Advisor Richard Clarke, and Bob Woodward’s book, Bush at War, make it clear that there was interest by the president in going to war against Iraq before 9-11.  It was not primarily to remove WMD.  The secret briefing notes of Tony Blair’s government indicate that the White House was intent on war with Iraq whether there was convincing evidence of WMD or not.

So why did we go to war with Iraq?  President Bush has offered us a third reason:  to replace an oppressive and violent dictatorship with a democracy.  And here I believe George Bush is being partly truthful, but I don’t believe it’s the whole truth.  Yes, we went to war to replace a dangerous tyranny with a democracy.  But beyond that, and more basic than that, our government wanted to create in Iraq a government friendly to the United States, with leaders who would cooperate with our policies so that the U.S. would have a larger presence and influence in the Middle East.  In other words, we went to war for strategic reasons.  We went to war because of the politics of power.  I say that, not to condemn the war or to support the war, but to simply be honest.  And I’m disappointed that the government does not admit this plain reason.

And how is the war going?  Are our goals being fulfilled?  Are they likely to be fulfilled?  Unfortunately we cannot depend on our government leaders to answer those questions truthfully.  Indeed, if anyone publicly questions the government’s political spin on how things are going, they risk being accused of lack of patriotism and undermining our nation’s vital interests.  Of course, all governments do this in times of war.  They all put the most positive spin on how their wars are going.  But it seems to me that in a democracy, people must have truthful information so that we can avoid making disastrous decisions.

The prophet Jeremiah lamented the inability of his nation’s leaders to tell the people the truth:  “from prophet to priest, everyone deals falsely.  They have treated the wound of my people carelessly, saying ‘Peace, peace,” when there is no peace.”  The public speech of a government is like speech in a law court:  if it isn’t the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, you won’t get justice.  Wounds are not healed by giving false comfort.  Wounds can be healed only by truthfulness, by the firm commitment not to bear false witness against one’s neighbor.

