The Existence and Definition of Truth
In the first century AD, the Roman governor of Judea, Pontius Pilate, posed the question that has challenged thinking people of every age: “What is truth?”  The discipline of philosophy, which has existed since the beginning of human civilization, arose precisely for this purpose – to discover the nature of reality.  The multitude of varying philosophical and religious views, though, testifies to how difficult this task can be.  Nonetheless, in order to attain to authentic living, we must tackle the question of the existence and nature of truth. 
We will begin with a simple and straightforward definition of truth, to which, is seems, all may subscribe, and which we will defend and develop in the course of our study.  Truth is the faithful description of reality, that is, the description of things as they really are.  

Such an understanding of “truth” enjoys wide acceptance among philosophical thinkers.  According to Aristotle, for example, truth is “saying of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not.”
  John Feinberg proposes a similar definition, “If the state of affairs affirmed in the claim matches or corresponds to the way the world is, the sentence is said to be true in a correspondence sense.”

Before we continue our investigation, we should stop to consider, whether reality really exists.  If we define truth as the faithful description of reality, then the “truth” of truth depends on the “reality” of reality.  If reality does not exist, then how can the truth describe it?  Yet, the form of the question itself hints at its absurdity.  Reality, by definition, is that which actually exists.  Reality must exist.  It cannot be “unreal.” 

Still, some may object that “reality” is just an illusion.  Nevertheless, they must consider that, by definition, an illusion is a distorted perception of reality.  We define an illusion by its relation to reality.  Therefore, one who believes that reality is an illusion indirectly confirms its reality.  In fact, he/she actually makes a truth claim about the nature of reality – that it is an illusion.  That is, the reality of the fact is that reality is an illusion!

Georg Hegel proposed a more developed form of the theory “reality as illusion.”  He claimed that “reality” exists only in the mind of God, and that what we perceive in the world is God’s “imagination” at work.  Yet, even Hegel must admit that he is making a truth claim about reality: that it exists in the mind of God.  He is therefore confirming its existence.  Another variant of this approach, idealism, postulates that “reality” exists not in the mind of God, but in the minds of people.  Yet, we can easily refute a rejection of reality based on idealism by noting that the mind must exist in reality in order to imagine these “unreal” perceptions. 

According to the Hindu worldview, the material world is illusionary, or maya.  The universe is a manifestation or expression of an all-encompassing, unifying factor called Brahman.  Nonetheless, Hindus do not deny the existence of reality, but simply describe it as a manifestation of Brahman.  When they describe reality in terms of Brahman, they sincerely feel that they are making a truth claim.  Even Zen-Buddhists, who teach that at the center of reality lies “emptiness” or “nothing,” do not thereby deny the existence of reality, but simply describe it in terms of “emptiness.”  

Next, we can probe into the means by which people are able to perceive reality.  Several theories exist.  Aristotle, for example, thought that objects in the world somehow reproduce themselves in people’s minds and thereby provide them with direct contact with the outside world.  Others feel that the mind produces, with greater or lesser precision, its own image of the external reality.  Still others conclude that people do not interface with the outside world at all, but simply correlate their inner impressions to create their own “inner reality.”    

No matter how a person perceives reality, reality remains “real.”  Beyond human perception lies an objective world that the mind, which itself is part of that reality, does not create, but in some form perceives.  If someone accurately perceives reality and faithfully describes it, that person is speaking “truth.”  In addition, one who claims that truth does not exist contradicts himself/herself.  The claim, “truth does not exist,” is a claim to know the truth about truth – that it does not exist.
   

Other critics direct their attention to the subjective nature of truth.  Although we will discuss subjectivity in knowledge more in detail later, it will be helpful to address it briefly here.  Some think that claims that supposedly describe reality are simply accepted by faith by those who embrace those claims.  In other words, in order for someone to accept a certain claim as “true” for himself/herself personally, he/she must simply agree with it.  Therefore, “truth” is not the accurate description of reality, but simply a person’s agreement with a certain claim. 

To this objection, Ronald Nash provides a convincing response.
  Those raising such an objection do not account for the difference between the truth of a claim and the personal conviction of the person accepting it.  If a certain claim does, in fact, correspond to reality, then acceptance or rejection of it by a person has no effect on its truth-value.  Regardless of people’s opinions, fact remains fact.  

Let us sharpen our understanding of the nature of truth.  Truth possess two component parts: (1) describing the elements of which reality consists, and (2) describing the actual relationships between those elements.  Let us illustrate the second component.  For example, the true relationship between smoking and quality of life is that, with few exceptions, the former will lead to disease and premature death.  However, when we encounter advertisements for cigarettes, these ads characteristically depict attractive young people having a merry time while smoking cigarettes, which leaves the impression that smoking leads to a happy and satisfying life.  This is an inaccurate description of the relationship between smoking and quality of life and therefore not “true.”  Truth is the accurate depiction of reality.
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