Lent Talk: Truth
Carlisle Cathedral, 1 March 2026

Carlisle Cathedral’s purpose is to be a living Christian community of persons seeking
God and bringing the rest that is found in him to restless hearts. Our mission is to be
a community of prayer, welcome and rest for all to encounter the love of God in Jesus
Christ.

During Lent, we are providing weekly additional opportunities for this on Sunday
afternoons:
e Atalk on the first three Sundays of Lent, following Evensong;
e Taizé Prayer on Mothering Sunday at 4pm;
e Marcel Dupré’s musical depiction of The Way of the Cross on Passion Sunday
at 5pm, and
e Stainer’s Crucifixion on Palm Sunday at 6.30pm.

The three talks are reflections on the cathedral’s values: unity, truth and love. These
are drawn from the original foundation of the Cathedral, a community whose life was
shaped by the Rule of St Augustine.

Today, we will reflect on Truth. We will begin by considering the Bible’s own
understanding of truth and then turn to Augustine’s pursuit of truth before returning to
consider what truth might be and mean for us.

Biblical understanding of truth

In the Old Testament, care is needed with Hebrew words that can be translated as
“truth”. They reflect two senses:

(1) Intellectual truth: facts which may be ascertained to be true or false. For
example, are we sitting in Carlisle Cathedral? (Although, thanks to philosophy,
even that is debatable!)

(2) Existential and moral truth: the attribute of a person or thing. For example, in
our reading of Genesis at Morning Prayer in the last week, we heard of Joseph’s
brothers being detained in order that their words could be texted to ascertain
the truthfulness of their account (Gn. 42:16). Joseph’s brothers were detained
to ascertain whether they, as people, were dependable, consistent, and of
reliable character.

In the Old Testament, the latter sense of the word (relating to the truthfulness of a
person, their consistency and reliability) is more prevalent than the former. Indeed,
one of the two Hebrew words translated as “truth” is often rendered as “faithfulness”.



For example, God is true in that he is faithful in his actions, contrasting with the
capricious pagan deities. God is true in the truthfulness of his actions: God is
consistent in his loving faithfulness and his righteous judgements.

In the New Testament, further care is needed with the Greek words that can be
translated as “truth”. The can carry both the sense of intellectual truth from the
language and culture of classical and Hellenistic Greek and faithfulness from the
Hebrew culture of Jesus, the Gospels, and the early church.

The three senses of the words in the New Testament translated as truth are:

(1) Dependability, truthfulness and uprightness of character. For example, in the
letter to the Romans, Paul says that “Christ has become a servant of the
circumcised on behalf of the truth of God in order that he might confirm the
promises given to the patriarchs” (Romans 15.8). The truthfulness of God’s
word demonstrated through the fidelity of God’s actions.

(2) Truth in the absolute sense of the real and complete, e.g. the Christian faith and
the truth of God. For example, Jesus says: “l am the way, and the truth, and the
life. No one comes to the Father except through me. (John 14.6).

(3) Adjectives pertaining to truth sometimes carries the ‘Platonic’ sense of
something real as opposed to mere appearance or a copy. For example, Jesus
says “l am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and
whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.” (John 6.35) (Truth, New Bible
Commentary)

If you are going to remember one thing about the word “truth”, think about the absolute
truth and dependability of God: God is and God does. Augustine says, “God is truth”
(De Trinitas 8.2)

The pursuit of truth in the life of St Augustine

Augustine’s Confessions, his spiritual autobiography, narrate a life in the pursuit of
truth. For him, the pursuit of truth is an act of love, an act of loving the Lord his God
with all his heart, all his soul, all his mind and all his strength. For him, life in the truth
is the happy life, and the happy life is only found in the truth that is God.

The features of Augustine’s pursuit of truth in the Confessions has been analysed as
follows by Pastor Edgardo Rosa (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D4EoOtzBuus).
He says that the pursuit of truth in the Confessions consists of questions,
contemplation, information, community, the scriptures, and love for and joy in the truth.
| will note these briefly, in turn.



(1) Questions. Augustine seeks the truth through asking questions. There are more
than 300 questions in the Confessions starting with how we know God: “who is
there that calls upon Thee without knowing Thee?” (1.1). Through this and all
the questions that follow, Augustine is seeking God, the personable truth.

(2) Contemplation. Augustine thinks deeply about things. When his friend
Nebridius dies, it gives him an occasion to contemplates their friendship, his
friendships with others, and how they point to the ultimate truth of our
relationship with God.

(3) Information. Augustine pursues the source, rather than second-hand
knowledge. Having discovered that his railings against Christianity were based
on unreliable secondary sources, he prioritised the reading the primary sources
of the bible above theological tradition and came to be shaped through that
reading.

(4) Community. Augustine undertakes these things in the fellowship of the church.
Together, they asked questions, engaged in contemplation, and sought
information. Contrasting it with his former relationships with others, he
describes the pursuit of truth within the confines of such a community as a joy.

(5) Scriptures. Augustine pursues truth in the scriptures. His confidence is in God,
the author of the scriptures and considered them to be the bedrock of truth. His
posture towards them is one of humility and affinity: not so much reading the
Scriptures, but allowing himself to be read by them.

(6) Loving and joy in the truth. Augustine understands that humanity was made for
God, to praise God, and is restless until it comes to rest in God. He says: “Let
me know you, my knower. Let me know you, even as | am known.” For him, the
pursuit of truth was a pursuit of joy. For him, the happy life was nothing other
than rejoicing in, of, and for God. He said that loving the truth, the happy life, is
nothing other than joy in the truth.

To summarise, Augustine’s pursuit of the truth comprises a life full of questions,
contemplation, information, community, the scriptures, all contained within a love for
and joy in the truth.

What truth might be and what might this mean for us?

In the Passion narrative, at the point of Jesus’ being condemned to death, Pilate asks
Jesus, “What is truth?” This is a pertinent question for us today as it was for Pilate in
his time. If you are anything like me, you may be frequently wrestling with questions
about truth: the truth of the world around us, our places of work, the persons who are
close to us, and even about ourselves.



Pilate’s question, “what is truth”, is perhaps misplaced. As we have seen from our brief
biblical theology of truth and analysis of the Confessions of St Augustine, the question
that the bible and St Augustine invite us to ask is: “who is truth?” Jesus, who stands
before Pilate, who has been asked the questions “what is truth”, is the one who says
‘I am the truth”. To put it bluntly, Pilate is standing before “the truth”.

The challenge for each of us is that it is tempting to think that we are the truth, that the
way that we see things is reliable. This is writ large in society’s conflicts between
different truth narratives and our culture’s long-held affair with the idol of self-
actualisation.

There is a curious double-dynamic about Pilate’s interaction with Jesus. What is truth?
What is the truth in Jesus’ condemnation to crucifixion? In that moment, and in the
crucifixion that follows, the truth of Jesus and the truth of humanity is revealed.

Jesus has revealed himself in word and deed to be “the truth”. Jesus is entirely
dependable: he is who he says he is. The problem is that humanity — including the
disciples at times — struggles to come to terms with Jesus as “the truth”, and even
rejects that he is the truth. This is partly because humanity finds its own truth claims
threatened by the one who is “the truth”. Jesus, the true and faithful image of the
invisible God, comes to humanity, the unfaithful image of the invisible God, to reveal
the truth of what its vocation looks like. To use the language of Karl Barth, Jesus, the
faithful image of God comes as God’s “no” to our fallen and unfaithful image. We see
this in the life of Jesus, his words and works. Humanity, having determined its own
truth about itself, rejects Jesus with a resounding “no”, “crucify him”. The great irony
of the cross is that in humanity’s attempt of a conclusive “no” to God, in its ridicule and
attempted destruction of the true and faithful image of the invisible God, that true and
faithful image is fully revealed. In Christ on the cross, it is fallen humanity itself that is
crucified that it might be resurrected and become, in Jesus, the way, the truth and the

life, the true and faithful image of the invisible God.

Augustine reflected on humanity’s response to truth based on his own experience as
a minister of the gospel as follows (and here | use Maria Boulding’s translation of the
Confessions in contemporary language):

“Why... does “truth engender hatred,” why does a servant of yours who
preaches the truth make himself an enemy to his hearers if the life of happiness,
which consists in rejoicing over the truth, is what they love? It must be because
people love truth in such a way that those who love something else wish to
regard what they love as truth and, since they would not want to be deceived,
are unwilling to be convinced that they are wrong. They are thus led into hatred
of truth for the sake of that very thing which they love under the guise of truth.



“They love truth when it enlightens them, but hate it when it accuses them. In
this attitude of reluctance to be deceived and intent to deceive others they love
truth when it reveals itself but hate it when it reveals them. Truth will therefore
take its revenge: when people refuse to be shown up by it, truth will show them
up willy-nilly and yet elude them.

Yes, this is our condition, this is the lot of the human soul, this is its case, as
blind and feeble, disreputable and shabby, it attempts to hide, while at the same
time not wishing anything to be hidden from it. It is paid back in a coin which is
the opposite to what it desires, for while the soul cannot hide from truth, truth
hides from the soul. Nevertheless, even while in this miserable state it would
rather rejoice in truth than in a sham; and so it will be happy when it comes to
rejoice without interruption or hindrance in the very truth, upon which depends
whatever else is true. (The Confessions: Study edition, in The Works of Saint
Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century; transl. Maria Boulding, 2nd
edition.)

Conclusion

So what? What are we going to do about this? If we have heard something of truth
this afternoon, are we going to show ourselves to be truthful to what we have heard,
or not? As Augustine says, are we going to be those who “love truth when it reveals
itself but hate it when it reveals them”?

If we are going to be the 215t century inheritor’s of the original 12" century community
who shaped themselves around the rule of St Augustine, perhaps we might take
seriously what it means to be a community who question, contemplate deeply, seek
reliable information, live in community, and search the scriptures, all with a love for
and joy in the truth. What might this look like in my life? What might this look like in
your life? What might this look like in our life?

Augustine says

Lord, our God,

You have made us for yourself,
and our hearts are restless

till they find their rest in you.

Let us pray.

Eternal God,

the light of the minds that know you,
the joy of the hearts that love you,

the strength of the wills that serve you;



grant us so to know you that we may truly love you,
so to love you that we may fully serve you,

whom to serve is perfect freedom;

through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen.



