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God’s Honest Truth

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are

endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life,

Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.?
Yesterday we celebrated the 250" birthday of our nation, the 250" anniversary of these words
from the Declaration of Independence. According to our founding document, these truths—
equality and human rights—are clear, self-evident, and non-negotiable, and yet we’ve been
debating them since Thomas Jefferson put pen to paper (or quill to parchment). The struggle
to grasp what is true, what is real, what and who can be trusted is a long struggle, as we hear
in our text from the gospel of John.

The setting for Jesus’ conversation with Thomas and Phillip is the last supper, his final
meal with his disciples ahead of his arrest in the wee hours of the next morning. Jesus spends
three chapters of this gospel sharing what scholars call his farewell discourse, his parting words
to the ones closest to him, the ones who will be charged with continuing his work after he is
gone. And they are terrified. Rome and the religious authorities have been intent on putting an
end to Jesus for a while at this point, but their determination has accelerated following Jesus’
raising Lazarus from the dead. At the end of chapter thirteen, Jesus tells those gathered with

him that he will not be with them much longer, and that they will follow later. So it makes

" From the Declaration of Independence, https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript



sense that they would like to know how exactly that will happen. How can we follow you,
Jesus, when we have no clue where you are headed? It's an honest, authentic question, and
Jesus gives Thomas ample room to ask it.

In the fourth chapter of her new book, Better Than Normal, MaryAnn McKibben Dana
builds on the individual virtues of curiosity, courage, and presence by inviting us to consider
the communal virtue of authenticity as opposed to artifice. In an era where we compare our
worst days to other’s highlight reels on Instagram or TikTok, we are all too familiar with artifice.
Algorithms are created to feed us what we want to see and hear. Newscasters on every outlet
share scripted, edited sound bites and insist that they alone can give us the true story. And all
of us are quick to play along. We think we want the truth, but most days | at least would rather
have a prettied up and polished version that fits with my view of things, a truth that doesn’t
challenge me to consider any opposing viewpoints, or—heaven forbid—maybe even change
my mind. The problem with that type of world or that version of community is that | begin to
believe | need to be prettied up and perfect and happy and certain, that | need hide my true
self to fitin. | know for a fact that | am not always on my game, that | am quite often baffled
and blundering, prickly and not prettied up. And | am easily convinced that the glossy curated
world that | think | want has no room for the real me.

In the fourth chapter of the book, MaryAnn introduces us to a writer named Emily Perl
Kingsley who penned an essay entitled, “Welcome to Holland” in 1987. In that piece Kingsley

discusses:



[The] disorientation that comes from preparing to parent a ‘typical’ child and having

those expectations dashed when the child has a disability. Kingsley compares the

experience to preparing for a trip to Italy and winding up in the Netherlands instead.?
MaryAnn notes that the article made sense to her on an academic level when she first read it
as a parent of young children. Later when her children reached adolescence and life-
threatening mental illness wormed its way into her family’s life, she felt she too had been
packing for a trip to Italy but had been somehow transported to the Dutch countryside. She
shares her experience of passing someone she recognizes in that unexpected place after seeing
their metaphorical posts gushing about the beauty of Florence. Her first impulse is to duck her
head in shame at being caught in Holland:

And for a minute [she writes] I’'m annoyed, because if more people just admitted they

were in Holland, those of us who are willing to admit it would stop getting praised for

our strength by people who ‘could never do that/

But then [she continues] my heart cracks open [and | wave them down]: Hey! You’re here

too?!? Great. Let’s figure this out together.

Sooner or later artifice collides with the soul-crushing defeats of life. Heartbreak strips

away all pretense, sometimes against our will. But there can be gifts on the other side.?
Hey! You're here too?!? Great. Let’s figure this out together. When we are able to set aside the

filters, drop our masks, and stop insisting on pretending our lives—or anyone else’s lives, for
y
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that matter—are perfectly curated masterpieces, by the grace of God, we begin to discover
what is real, what is true, and what is truly life-giving.

Because she looks on the world with the eyes of a mother and those of a preacher,
MaryAnn sees this life-giving hope in Jesus, and so do I. Our text from John is just one example
of Jesus welcoming the disciples’ anxious and frustrated questions. Thomas is distraught about
Jesus leaving him and the others behind: How can we know the way, Jesus?!? Notice that Jesus
does not pat him on the head and say everything is going to be just fine. Nor does he shut
down the questions or dismiss their anxiety. Honestly, Jesus sounds a bit exasperated—
especially when Phillip demands that Jesus just show him the Father, but Jesus does not berate
them for questioning or insisting they do not know what Jesus thinks they do. Jesus tells them
they know the way because they know him. Too often verse six has been lifted up as a way to
bully or threaten people into faith. As | read it, that is the complete opposite of what Jesus
intends. | hear him trying to correct and comfort his terrified disciples, his beloved frightened
friends. He is assuring them that they do in fact know what is true, what is real because they
know him. They cannot lose their way. They cannot get lost, because they know him and he
will not let them. They have traveled with him, fed thousands alongside him, witnessed people
healed by him, and experienced his power to bring life when death seems to have the final say.
In a matter of hours, they will see him at his weakest and most vulnerable. He will be betrayed,
beaten, crucified, despairing, and thirsty. And then, this one who has guided them every step
of the way will die at the hands of the empire. After three long days he will seek them out

again, scars and all, asking for something to eat.



Through all this Jesus shows them, shows us what kind of community he wants to build
in and through them, in and through us. And while | wish Travis and Taylor many years of
marital bliss, Christ’s reign does not look like Madison Square Garden apparently did on Friday
evening. Christ’s kingdom is not a well-guarded, picture-perfect movie set with the lighting just
so and Hollywood elite and NFL stars dressed to the nines clutching elaborately engraved
invitations. God’s kingdom is instead more like a well-worn kitchen table that extends beyond
the horizon, with mismatched chairs filled with a ragtag cast of anxious, ornery, and oddball
characters of every generation and gender, of every nation and race and ability, of every party
and opinion, of every walk of life who are hungry and thirsty for something true, something
real, something life-giving. And there is always room to pull up another chair.

Every time we gather at this table, that is the true kingdom we are called to imagine and
that is the authentic kingdom we are called embody—in here and out there. This kingdom is
not ours to design or curate or guard or fence, because it does not belong to us. It is God’s
beloved, messy, authentic community created in Christ’s name. In him all are invited and all are
welcome. And that is the God’s honest truth.

Thanks be to God. Amen.



