University of Massachusetts psychologist Robert Feldman put two strangers in a room together. They were videotaped while they spoke. Later, independently, each was asked to view the tape and identify anything they had said that wasn't true. 

Rather than defining what counts as a lie and to avoid the supposed moral tone of the word "lie," Feldman's experimenters simply asked the subjects to identify anything they had said in the video that was "not entirely accurate." 

Initially, each subject said, 'Oh, I was entirely accurate". Watching themselves on video, however they were genuinely surprised to discover that this was not quite the case. The lies they told ranged from pretending to like someone they actually disliked to falsely claiming to be the star of a rock band. 

The study, published in the Journal of Basic and Applied Psychology, found that 60 percent of people had lied at least once during the 10-minute conversation, saying an average of 2.92 inaccurate things. 

This research, if it is to be believed, tells us some interesting things about our relationship to the truth and so has some relevance to our ninth and penultimate commandment, "You shall not bear false witness". The first thing to say is that, I suspect, most of us lie more than we think we do or will admit to. To lie or in the less pejorative words of the study to be "not entirely accurate" is a reflex for most of us and we do it for all sorts of different reasons: to protect ourselves, to impress others or to spare their feelings, to avoid conflict (or the opposite), to manipulate others or to denigrate them. The commandment not to bear false witness here relates to Jesus words in the Sermon on the Mount which we thought about a few weeks ago in which he instructs his followers to let their "yes be yes" and their "no be no". God's people need to have a radical commitment to plain and truthful speech and that really is a commitment given our natural reflex to lie when it suits us.

So a lot of our lying we do almost unconsciously without malice aforethought and that is bad enough but to "bear false witness" does suggest something more deliberate and purposeful in the deceitfulness. I wonder if the commandment "you shall not bear false witness" is about this kind of untruthfulness  - a very deliberate attempt to discredit or destroy another person. The kind of false witness that is much in evidence in the story of Jesus' passion to which we now turn at this stage in Lent and on Passion Sunday.
The chief priests and the whole Sanhedrin were looking for false evidence against Jesus so that they could put him to death.  But they did not find any, though many false witnesses came forward.


Jesus is subjected to the testimony of false witnesses - those who intentionally and consciously call a lie the truth and whose false words become, for Jesus, a matter of life and death. Jesus becomes the victim of "false witness", not just the corrupt witnesses themselves but also those who put them up to it.  The irony is that the one who embodies fully and completely the truth of God, the one who is the way, the truth and the life, who would, by his Spirit, lead us into all truth and comes into the world full of grace and truth is made subject to the power of the lie. In the Passion story of Jesus for the truth to fully emerge, Jesus must be exposed to the worst that false witness can do. So the story of the Passion reveals a painful truth: that given certain circumstances human beings will resort to the kind of falsehood that destroys human life. There was never a more false saying than "sticks and stones may break my bones but words can never hurt me". It is words just as surely as it is a crown of thorns, a soldier's whip and a cross and nails that lead to the death of the Prince of Truth.

So the Passion of Jesus reveals the real consequences of breaking the ninth commandment. This is something more than about not telling fibs or skiving off work. Certainly we should not do either of those things because we must strive to be truthful in small things as well a big, but the greatest challenge is to reject the false witness that destroys and damages the humanity of others. Our words should never be used to wound or destroy another person by bearing false witness to their actions or motives. We must not place ourselves on the side of Jesus' false accusers.  There is a kind of gossip, insult, manipulation, denigration, slander, that destroys people. So that is, if you like, the "negative" challenge - not to bear false witness, to resist the temptation to join the crowd and deny the truth.

But the "positive" challenge is not only not to bear false witness but to live our lives as those who deliberately and purposefully bear witness to the truth. So "you shall not bear false witness" becomes the commandment "you shall bear witness to the truth". In the midst of those who betrayed, deceived and lied about him, Jesus remained faithful to the truth; the truth about God's desire for his people, the truth that love, not lies and violence, will triumph. Before Pilate, Jesus says, 
“You are right in saying I am a king. In fact, for this reason I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.”
Pilate famously replies, "What is truth?". And it is Pilate's shaky grip on notions of truth allows him to condemn an innocent man to death. It is always tempting for worldly leaders to ignore or deny the truth when it suits them. Jesus, the Servant King, subjected to betrayal, persecution and the threat of death, is a faithful witness to the truth; the truth about human nature and our addiction to violence, the truth about the lies we tell ourselves to justify cruelty to others and the truth that God is a God of love and grace and peace.

One of the callings of the Christian disciple in the modern world will be to be a faithful bearer of truthful witness, to follow Jesus and "testify to the truth". To testify to the truth of human need and divine love. To bear witness to the truth that every human being is created in the image of God and should be valued and treated as such. To bear witness to the truth that the ways of the powers of this world can never lead us to life but only by listening to the one who came into the world to testify to the truth can we live as God intended. And we are to bear witness to the fact that if we want to know the truth and if we want to know how to live truthfully then we must look to Jesus, who alone is the way, the truth and life. And as we turn our minds and hearts to the paschal mystery we remind ourselves of the first proclamation of the church:
God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact.(Acts 2.32)

Here is the truth to which we must bear witness summed up in a single word - Easter. 
