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MR. WILLAN: Hi, James. Hi, Maria. How are you today? Did you need something?

JAMES: Hi, Mr. Willan. We had a question about something you said to Mr. Thurgood.

MR. WILLAN: You did? What was it?

MARIA: Well, we overheard you talking to Mr. Thurgood and you seemed to disagree with Mrs. Canston.

MR. WILLAN: That’s not surprising. She and I disagree on a whole lot of different things. What did we disagree about here?

JAMES: Truth.

MARIA:  Yeah, Mrs. Canston says that truth doesn’t exist. There is no absolute truth.

MR. WILLAN: Ah yes, I see.  I’ve heard her say that before, too. What do you think?

MARIA:  Well, I heard you say to Mr. Thurgood that truth does exist, that it is a valid concept.  

JAMES: Yeah.

MR. WILLAN: Well, I did say that to Mr. Thurgood. But I didn’t ask you to tell me what I said. I asked you to tell me what you thought about the matter. What do you think about truth?

JAMES: I don’t believe in truth. There is no absolute truth. Everybody says so.

MR. WILLAN: And you, Maria?

MARIA:  I don’t know. I’m not sure.

MR. WILLAN: Okay, well, let’s dig into this a little bit.

JAMES: Sure. I’m game.

MARIA:  Yeah. Me, too.

Truth By Example 

MR. WILLAN: Okay, to start, if I ask you a question, can you give me your honest answer?

JAMES: Sure.

MARIA:  Certainly. 

MR. WILLAN: Okay. What does the word “honest” mean?

JAMES: Umm ... to tell the truth?

MR. WILLAN: And you, Maria?

MARIA: Umm ... ahh... yeah. Honest means to tell the truth, but I don’t think that’s what Mrs. Canston meant. She meant there is no absolute truth.

MR. WILLAN: Ahh, yes, “absolute” truth. What did she mean by absolute truth?

MARIA: Well, she didn’t mean truth as in the sense of “honest,” I don’t think. I think “honest” is like regular truth, and not an example of “absolute” truth.

Truth and Hypocrites 

JAMES: Yeah, she said that Father Trilkin was a hypocrite. She said he preached a doctrine of absolute truth and wound up disgraced. He had to leave the priesthood because he couldn’t live up to what he taught.

MR. WILLAN:  Ah, yes, Father Trilkin. I read about him and the woman he had an affair with, on-line. As a Catholic priest, he violated both his oaths as a priest and the teachings of his Faith. Of course, having said that, it is an integral part of the Catholic Faith that all men are sinners ... even priests.

JAMES: But that’s Mrs. Canston’s point! He’s a priest who’s supposed to be the “cream of the crop,” as far as Catholics are concerned. Yet, he can’t live up to his own moral code. He’s a hypocrite. And there’s no absolute truth. His behavior proves it.

MARIA: Yeah.

MR. WILLAN: Okay, first off, a goal of moral perfection is not necessarily the same thing as “absolute truth.” But let’s just assume it is and discuss Father Trilkin’s case for a moment.

JAMES: Okay.

MR. WILLAN: I agree that Father Trilkin is a hypocrite because he failed to reach his moral goal. Having said that, though, so what? He’s trying to follow an absolute moral code of perfection. His failure simply means the code is difficult to follow. Why should you conclude anything else? His failure certainly doesn’t mean that the code is worthless or does not exist. 

MARIA: Huh?

JAMES: Yeah, Mr. Willan. I don’t follow that either.

MR. WILLAN: My point is that anyone who strives to reach perfection will, by necessity, be a hypocrite. In fact, if it is in the nature of a goal, like perfection, to be unobtainable, each and every person who tries to reach that goal will, by necessity, fall short. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t still strive to reach that goal.

JAMES: What do you mean?

MR. WILLAN: Okay. Let me use a kind of oddball example from physics. What do you know about the speed of light?

MARIA: That’s silly, Mr. Willan. Just because the speed of light is absolute doesn’t mean that truth is. At least, not in the sense of what Mrs. Canston meant.

JAMES: Yeah, Mr. Willan. That’s pretty stupid. The speed of light is somehow moral in nature?

MR. WILLAN: Your reply is fair ... to an extent, but the reason I mentioned the speed of light is to use it as an analogy. Suppose you, Maria, had a spaceship that went half the speed of light and you wanted to get to another planet. Would you have any interest in trying to improve your speed to, say, three-fourths the speed of light?

MARIA: Yeah. I’d want to go faster to get to the planet sooner.

MR. WILLAN: And you, James?

JAMES: Yeah, a faster ship will get me to the other planet sooner.

MR. WILLAN: So, even though you can’t reach the speed of light, you’d still want to get as close to it as you can to improve your speed.

MARIA: Yeah, that makes sense.

MR. WILLAN: So, by analogy, an imperfect, flawed human being like Fr. Trilkin might set his sights on perfection in the hope that he could morally improve over time. He’d be foolish to think he ever reached perfection, but he would always have something to strive for. And something by which to measure his progress.

JAMES: But if Fr. Trilkin fails to reach his goal, he’s a hypocrite.

MARIA: Yeah.

MR. WILLAN: Yes, that’s true. If you mean by absolute truth the idea of moral perfection, then anyone striving for such will be a hypocrite, because they won’t be able to reach it. Still, oddly, I think that’s okay.

JAMES: That can’t be okay!

MR. WILLAN: Why not? If you are up front and honest about it, it shouldn’t be a problem. You simply admit you can’t reach your goal, but you will improve with effort.  If so, why is it a problem to encourage yourself and others to strive for it anyway? You need simply to understand that you will never be perfect. But you can improve with effort. Improvement is key here. If you wish to improve, you need a standard by which to measure that improvement. I see nothing wrong with that notion of absolute truth and implementing such in your life. Do you?

MARIA: I’m not sure.

JAMES: Neither am I. For one, I’m not sure the terms “absolute moral truth” and “moral perfection” really mean the same thing.

MR. WILLAN: Excellent insight, James. In reality, there is a lot of confusion about the concept of “absolute moral truth.”

JAMES: Okay. Then, what’s the correct definition.
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