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Jesus disapproved of lying (Matt 5:37): “Let your word be ‘Yes, Yes’ or ‘No, No’; anything more than this comes from the evil one.”

James paraphrases Jesus’ saying (James 5:12): “let your “Yes” be yes and your “No” be no, so that you may not fall under condemnation.”

I interpret the saying in this way. The first “yes” (“Let your yes”) refers to the words that leave your mouth, what you express outside yourself. The second “yes” (“be yes”) refers to the meaning in your mind, what you really believe to be true. The two should match. In other words: Never lie. Strive to be truthful.

Philosophers often speak of three “universals”: goodness, truth, and beauty. And theologians associate these with God, as three aspects of God. Just as every instance of beauty in creation is a reflection of the beauty of the Creator, so every instance of goodness, and every instance of truth, is a reflection of “The true light, which enlightens everyone” (John 1:9). As an academic, I consider myself to have devoted myself to God in his aspect of truthfulness. Truth is a good that I cherish above all.

And that is why I find so distressing the world in which we live. Russian disinformation campaigns. Social media trolling. Politicians. (The Washington Post, which fact-checked the four years of Trump’s presidency, found him to have lied 30,573 times.) Advertising! (Imagine a world in which there were no lies: most billboards would instantly go blank!) And now: deep fakes and AI-generated images and speech.

On 8 April 2023, Time magazine posted an article on deception among animals, primarily primates. It’s not just us!

(Sun, Lixing. “What Animals Can Teach Us About Truth and Lies.” Time.com. 8 Apr. 2023. 8 Apr. 2023. Web. <https://time.com/6269499/animals-truth-lies-lessons/>. Sun is professor of biological sciences, Central Washington U. He is author of The Liars of Nature and the Nature of Liars: Cheating and Deception in the Living World.)

