“The Search for Truth Shall Set You Free”
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I realize the title of my talk today may sound a bit pretentious, but I liked it better than my second choice, “Stuff I’ve Been Thinking About.”

======================================================

I have come to appreciate, by the way, that our seven principles taken together constitute a remarkably complete and concise moral code. (I got curious about how they came about and found a good article from the Nov/Dec 2000 UU World on the UUA web site.)

“A free and responsible search for truth and meaning” is right in the middle of the list. As UU’s, we come together to support each other in our individual quests for truth and meaning. We understand that no single viewpoint encompasses the whole truth, and that there is much to be learned from exposure to a diverse range of views.

======================================================

I consider myself a seeker of truth.

I once started a poem: “They dropped me in the middle of the wrong place without a map, and I yelled ‘Why?’ but no one answered.” I didn’t finish it because 1) I’m not much of a poet and 2) it was just too depressing. But I’m still looking for the answer to that “Why?” Sometimes I feel like a method actor who’s been handed a script and after looking it over, I want to say “Well, this is all well and good, but what’s my motivation??”

I used to think that I’d eventually discover “the truth” but I have long since realized that will never happen…not in this lifetime at least. I’m pretty smart, but so are a lot of other people, and if there were one shining universal truth accessible to humanity, it probably would have become apparent by now. I have come to understand, however, that it’s the searching that’s important, not the finding.

======================================================

I’ve looked for truth in a lot of strange and relatively random places. I’ll read anything that gets in front of me (Kathy will tell you); I’ve been doing that since I was about 4. I saw a cute little movie about 20 years ago called “Short Circuit” in which an experimental military robot gets zapped by lightning and comes to life…the robot was hungry to learn everything it could and kept saying “more input…need more input…” I could relate…

One thing I’ve learned is that you can’t base an accurate world view on the news. Not that the news isn’t true – not that it’s not an important source of information – but it’s not at all reflective of the whole truth. By its very nature, news reports only exceptions to the norm. You can’t build an accurate world view based on that. Based on the news, civilization has been in constant decline ever since I was a child. And yet it doesn’t seem to have actually declined, opinions of some notwithstanding. In a nation of 300,000,000 people, some bad things are going to happen every day. What the news doesn’t tell you, what you have to constantly remind yourself, is that for almost all of those 300,000,000 people, nothing really extraordinary happened. Some of them experienced their own personal triumphs or tragedies, important to them but not considered newsworthy, but for most of them on any given day it’s just another day. We have to be careful about assuming that a couple of similar events constitute a trend. (“Going postal” for example.)

======================================================

To seek truth requires a belief that there is such a thing as absolute truth…not that we can comprehend it, but that it exists…that there is both a true state of the universe – of physical reality – and a true metaphysical framework within and from which the universe derives its meaning…if indeed it has one. Put another way: there either is a God or there isn’t; whether or not you believe in God doesn’t change whether or not God exists. We can work toward a better understanding of the first, which might help with the second…but metaphysical “truth” is something that will never be completely provable and thus will always remain a matter of faith.

Each of us has a very limited viewpoint. We can only directly experience a very small fraction of the universe. Based on our experience, we develop a worldview, a sense of the way things are, then (as I talked about last time I did this) filter information through that worldview. To recognize truth, one must be willing to constantly reexamine and adjust one’s worldview based on new information.

In my work, I develop computational models of physical systems. One thing I must constantly remain aware of is that the model is not the reality…it is useful to the extent that it accurately simulates reality; when it no longer does so, it must be refined or even discarded and replaced with something better.

The wonder of language and communication, of course, is that our worldview need not be limited to our own direct experience; we can learn from the experiences and viewpoints of others, broadly expanding our horizons.

When we decide we know the truth is when we close ourselves to it.

The American Dialect Society, conveniently enough for my purposes, recently selected “truthiness” as their Word of the Year. “Truthiness” was popularized by satirist Stephen Colbert, who defines it as “the quality by which someone purports to know something emotionally or instinctively, without regard to evidence or to what the person might conclude from intellectual examination.” In short, it is what results from refusing to correct one’s world view when it conflicts from reality.

As a believer in truth, I cringe whenever confronted with “truthiness.” That is, with an “end justifies the means” excuse for clouding or distorting the truth. Recent example: the flap over James Frey’s book “A Million Little Pieces.”

======================================================

I’m about to take the long way around to where I want to end up. Consider this fair warning…

The first and most important metaphysical “truth,” to me (a la Descartes) is simply that I exist. Now, that’s not saying much…this rock, for example, exists. It existed long before I did and it will continue to exist long after I’m gone. The major difference between me and this rock, though, is that I know I exist. This rock doesn’t even appreciate that it, alone among all rocks, has been specially selected to play a starring role in my talk today. (Actually, I pretty much picked up the first rock I found…)

I believe I have free will. This belief alone prevents me from believing in a purely mechanistic universe. In a mechanistic universe, every thought I have, every action I take, is just the result of some really complicated chemical reactions combined with my interactions with my environment. My conscious thoughts are just a clever illusion cooked up by nature. “True” randomness at the subatomic level combined with chaos theory might add up to a universe that isn’t predetermined, but it’s nothing we have any control over. In order for my will to be “free,” I have to be able to transcend my physical nature.

(Now, free will doesn’t have to mean unconstrained free will. If I take one action or even have one thought some time during my life that isn’t dictated by chemistry and physics, then I have free will.)

In fact…perhaps this is just a matter of viewpoint…when I refer to my self I don’t mean my physical self at all. One point of view is that our minds are something cooked up by nature and evolution to enhance the survivability of our bodies, and that our consciousness, our self-awareness, the part of ourselves that contemplates our own existence, is just a side effect of a higher-order mind.

My existence would – obviously – be meaningless (to me) if I weren’t aware of it. Thus, to me, my self-awareness, my ability to contemplate and appreciate my own existence, is what matters first and foremost. FROM MY VIEWPOINT, my mind AND my physical self exist to serve what I consider to be my “true self,” to be the interface through which I can both observe and participate in physical reality. Whether this “true self” is a free agent or merely an outside observer of nature, it is “extranatural.” (Not necessarily supernatural.)

I will say that I want to believe in a consciousness that comprehends the whole truth, and I want to believe in life after death as an opportunity to have the truth revealed, at least to a greater extent than is possible in a single lifetime… 

I think of my “self” as like the flame on this candle…the flame needs the candle to exist, at least in the physical realm, but it is not of the candle…it is born of the candle, but it transcends the candle. There is a flame within each of us, that part of us that seeks to understand the universe. This is only a metaphor, and I’ve now stretched it to the breaking point, so I’ll move on…

Let me put this another way. As I look out and marvel at the wonders of the universe, the evidence of a non-mechanistic reality – the one thing that doesn’t fit that world view – is the very fact that I am here to appreciate it.

And that brings me back around to the One True Thing that is so universal it’s declared on shopping mall directory maps around the world: “You Are Here.” Whether or not you agree with my assertion that there must be an extranatural aspect to our existence, I hope you share my fascination with the simple fact that each of us gets to not only experience the universe but to play a part in it. The universe is different for you having been in it. If the history of the universe were a tapestry, we would each be a thread in it…regardless of whether there is anyone with a view of the whole tapestry, whether there is a weaver at work, whether someone set up the loom and left, or whether the tapestry is simply creating itself, doesn’t really matter, we’re still each a part of it.

In the words of the well known poem Desiderata (Max Ehrmann, 1927), “You are a child of the universe, no less than the trees and the stars; you have a right to be here. And whether or not it is clear to you, no doubt the universe is unfolding as it should.”
In the words of National Lampoon’s parody of same, Deteriorata (Tony Hendra, 1972),

“You are a fluke of the universe; you have no right to be here, and whether you can hear it or not, the universe is laughing behind your back.”

Child of the universe or fluke of the universe, either way, the point is that we are here. We have the opportunity to try to make sense of it all. What we do with it is up to us.

I’m planning to get a lot more directed in my search for truth, starting with filling in some of the holes in my philosophical/religious/cultural education and going where it takes me. It is my hope to have the opportunity to share the more interesting bits of what I learn from time to time.

To seek truth is to seek knowledge;

To seek knowledge is to learn;

To learn is to grow;

To grow is to live.

To STOP seeking truth, in my view, is to stop living…

