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Last Sunday night, I watched a segment of the television show 60 Minutes. It 
dealt with the shooting that occurred at Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh 
one year ago today. Three separate Jewish congregations all worship at Tree 
of Life. The rabbis and congregants expressed different ideas about the level 
of political involvement appropriate in their worshiping communities. When 
the issue of gun control was raised, one of the lay leaders said, “Is this 
something we want to be involved with in a public way? What does it have to 
do with Judaism? What does it have to do with praying to God? Nothing.” But a 
member of another congregation at Tree of Life offered a different opinion: 
“The concept of not being socially active in my mind is the opposite of 
everything we're taught in our religion. The point I wanted to make is to take 
it back to the Holocaust. If we learned nothing else from that it's that you 
can't be silent, you can't be a bystander. So there's no time when the kind of 
hatred and vitriol is being spewed out by white supremacists. There is no time 
when guns continue to result in mass shootings. There's no time not to speak 
out. We learned that.” 
 
There's way too much to deal with in those few sentences in one sermon. We 
won't get to the bottom of this today or maybe ever. All kinds of questions are 
raised. For example, what is a worshiping community or an entire 
denomination’s place in attempting to shape public policy? Should we be 
activists, quietists, or somewhere in between? To what lengths should 
worshiping communities themselves go to provide protection to their 
congregants and guests? 
 
But for us today, all these questions can be viewed as one. This one question 
is not new, but was raised by none other than the man who sentenced Jesus to 
death, Pontius Pilate. And that question is “What is truth?” 
 
So what is truth? In today's Gospel, Jesus tells his disciples, “You will know the 
truth, and the truth will make you free.” The issue of truth comes up 
frequently in John’s Gospel. While being interrogated by Pilate, Jesus 
answers, “’For this I was born, and for this I have come into the world, to 
testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.’ 
Pilate asked him, ‘What is truth?’” (John 18:37-38) 
 
 



 

That’s a question that has special relevance for us today, for we are now living 
in what has been described as a post-truth era. Indeed, the Oxford Dictionary 
named “post-truth” the Word of the Year in 2016. Generally speaking, it 
means that facts have taken a back seat to deeply held opinions in our lives. A 
few years ago, a presidential counselor spoke of “alternative facts.” That left 
at least a few people scratching their heads. If there can be alternative facts, 
isn’t the entire idea of factuality – of truth – compromised? Such a concept as 
an alternative fact actually may be evidence that we are living in a post-truth 
age. So how do we square this doubt and confusion in our post-truth world 
with the simple clarity of Jesus’ words to his disciples today? “If you continue 
in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the 
truth will make you free.” 
 
Today, we celebrate the rite of confirmation with our 9th grade students. A 
long time ago in a galaxy far, far away, I was in their shoes. I had just 
completed 8th grade and three years of confirmation instruction when I was 
confirmed in June. A few months later, I began high school. On one of the first 
days of school, a classmate of mine who had attended another junior high 
school and also was a Lutheran asked me, “So do you really believe what the 
Creed says about Jesus’ mother Mary being a virgin when he was born?” That 
question rocked my world: I’d never had a deep thought in my life. It never 
had occurred to me to ask such a question.  
 
But as time passed, more and more questions like that came up. Two years 
later, I decided I was an agnostic, doubting there was any way to answer the 
question of whether or not God existed. Then when I was a college freshman 
in an introductory philosophy class, I learned about a school of thought called 
logical positivism. Logical positivists said that if a statement could not be 
verified it was meaningless: forget about it! So I tried to forget about it, and 
seemingly succeeded – for four or five months. But then something happened 
when I attended a Quaker meeting that I couldn’t explain. It opened me to a 
deeper reality. I came out of that worship experience convinced, to quote 
from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, that there were more things in heaven and earth 
than were dreamt of in my philosophy. 
 
So again, what is truth? Specifically, what is this truth Jesus says we can know 
if we continue in his word? It’s a great question for us to struggle with today, 
even if we don’t come up with answers. 
 
 



 

In the classic British television show Doctor Who, people can go inside a 
machine that will transport them not only in space, but also backward or 
forward in time. When inside the TARDIS (that stands for Time And Relative 
Dimension In Space), you can dial up a time and a place and go there. One of 
the other interesting aspects of the TARDIS is that on the outside, it appears 
to have room for only one or two people, but on the inside it is much, much 
bigger. 
 
I bring this up because I think it’s a good way of thinking of the church. We 
have all kinds of ideas about the church, born out of our experiences in 
churches. The congregations we belong to shape how we view the church. If 
we were in a congregation that taught that the world was created in six days 
six thousand years ago, we might have rejected that viewpoint and walked 
away from church, thinking that all churches were like that. We may have 
viewed the church as being opposed to science, and chosen to stand with 
science rather than the church. If we imagine the church as a gigantic pie, 
maybe we can appreciate that our experience of it actually is based on a very 
narrow sliver of a teeny tiny slice. Even though we live in Tennessee, we are 
not obligated to keep fighting against science like people did in Dayton in the 
Scopes Trial of 1925. Science and religion are not at war with each other. 
From the outside, the church may appear to be much smaller than it actually 
is. Inside of the church, once you begin exploring it, you discover that it is 
gigantic in size. It includes people with all sorts of ideas, all sorts of styles of 
worship, and all manner of approaches to this question about what is the truth 
of Jesus that makes us free. 
 
If you continue in my word… It wasn’t too long after I was confirmed that I 
chose not to continue in Jesus’ word. That seems to be a somewhat typical 
pattern for teenagers, at least in the Lutheran tradition. Feeling relieved to 
be finished with confirmation, we “graduate” so to speak, dropping out of 
going to church as soon as our parents give up on making us go. We often drop 
out of church in the name of freedom - ironically, the very thing Jesus said he 
came to give us. Freedom to do what we want when we want: sleeping in on 
Sundays, going fishing, playing golf, etc. As we move through adolescence into 
young adulthood, self-expression may become even more important to us, and 
truth may become more subjective. Instead of thinking about the truth that 
makes us free, we may begin to trust our truth. We may think, “This is what’s 
true for me. I realize it may not be true for you, but I ask you to respect my 
truth as I respect yours.” So in a way, we’ve entered our own personal post-
truth era where truth is subjective rather than objective. Instead of 



 

continuing in Jesus’ word, we are happy to be free to continue in our own. 
Throughout our lives, there’s this dynamic within us: our desire to be free of 
constraints and have things our way, coupled with the realization that we 
have to adapt to others’ wants and needs because we are in relationships that 
are important to us. 
 
If we stay in the church or come back to it, maybe this realization is what 
drives us. Perhaps we grow to trust the word of Jesus more. Then the church 
begins to make more sense, for the church proclaims Christ’s word. If we wish 
to follow Jesus, we soon realize we need to be part of a supportive 
community, however imperfect and flawed it is. 
 
So we rumble and tumble along, facing all these questions about truth in this 
post-truth era, clinging to the word of Jesus. We come to church so we can 
continue to be formed by Jesus’ word, and to receive it in the waters of 
baptism and in Christ’s body and blood given to us in the Eucharist. We also 
come so we can interact with our sisters and brothers in Christ, realizing that 
it is through them that we also learn how to follow Jesus.   
 
As we lift our voices in thanksgiving and praise to God, we are one with all our 
siblings in Christ: one with the youngest bawling baby; one with nervous 9th 
graders being confirmed; one with their proud parents; and one with their 
grateful grandparents and great-grandparents. 
          
Each one of us is called to continue trusting in Jesus’ word. We remain his 
disciples, his students, after we’re confirmed. Jesus gives us work to do, 
because even people raised in churches do not know the good news of the love 
of Christ in their lives. 
 
We don’t have all the answers, but we know we are saved by God’s grace in 
Christ, which frees us every day. We are members of a community formed by 
the love of Jesus, sent to share the love of Jesus with the world. On this 
Reformation Sunday and confirmation day, what a great job Jesus has given 
us: to continue in his word so we can know the truth and be free – thanks be 
to God!   
 


