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 Imagine a sunlit room. You are seated on the floor in a circle with ten of your peers. 
There is a single yellow flower set in a vase at the center of the circle. You are welcomed, first, 
by a facilitator, who then introduces you to the practice of Truthspeaking. After a few minutes of 
silence, she poses this question: “When was the last time you felt truly alive?”  
 Your ears turn inward as you ponder her question. Hmmm… The last time I felt truly 
alive? The last time… When was that? You decide on a specific event, something from a month 
ago. Then, you begin to plan what you will say, but you catch yourself, remembering that the 
facilitator has cautioned you not to give a rehearsed response but, instead, to trust that by 
speaking spontaneously, in the present moment, your unadorned truth will emerge. At length, 
someone begins to speak. His words are simple, direct, unadorned. You feel gratitude that he has 
trusted you with his truth. Quiet descends once more. The woman next to you then clears her 
throat and begins, haltingly, to tell of the recent death of her grandfather. Her voice trembles. She 
stops, shudders, and begins again. As your heart opens to her words, you realize that she is not 
discoursing about death; she is speaking from a place of embodied loss, juxtaposing the death of 
a beloved grandfather with her own experience of heartbreaking aliveness as she grieves his loss. 
Silence descends, and still the question remains: When was the last time I felt truly alive? You 
wait to be moved to speak.  

What the above situation describes is a group of people practicing Truthspeaking. 
Teacher and writer Tamarack Song introduced me to this term, which, in his words, “is to state 
clearly and simply what one thinks and feels. There is no judgment or expectation, no disguise of 
humor or force of anger. The manner of speech is sacred, because it wells up from the soul of our 
being rather than from our self-absorbed ego.”i  

As heroes-in-waiting, the act of Truthspeaking is a call to drop down into the core of our 
being, where we might discover and give voice to our deepest and most authentic truth, absent 
artifice and hubris. In so doing, we create conditions whereby we might be cracked wide open to 
experience greater aliveness and freedom.  

Pause now to note your first reaction to Song’s notion of Truthspeaking. If you are a bit 
resistant or confused, that’s understandable. After all, Truthspeaking seems to be as unfamiliar in 
our culture as breathing underwater or sleeping upside down. Many of us regard this degree of 
honest communication with a group of others as downright dangerous because unfiltered 
communication can result in excessive drama, hurt feelings, and conflict. No surprise, then, that 
most of us have a variety of conversational strategies—usually enacted unconsciously—to avoid 
unabashed Truthspeaking!  

To make this more concrete, consider that we might use humor to sidestep a touchy or 
tender topic. On other occasions, we might use harsh language to cover up our truth. For 
example, we may lash out with “F__k you” instead of saying what might be really true—e.g., “I 
strongly disagree with you.” But, perhaps, the most common way we avoid Truthspeaking is by 
simply dropping into small talk and gossip. In this vein, Song advises, “If you don’t have 
anything to say, don’t say anything… Every breath we are given is for a purpose… And if every 
breath is for a reason, then every word it carries is for a reason. Idle chitchat is like a waste of 
sacred breath. Using it to spread gossip or manipulate is like pouring vinegar in a trusting baby’s 
mouth… When we resort to small talk, we are not speaking the Truth of the Now. We are merely 
filling the silence with fluff and drivel.”ii 



 

 Given the cultural prohibitions around full-fledged Truthspeaking, it is not surprising that 
so many of us in America have become estranged from our truth. Consider: We are surrounded 
by leaders who often seem to regard lying as a legitimate political practice; we are inundated by 
advertisements designed to manipulate and delude us; we are showered by news stories and 
social media posts that often portray events in ways that make them seem better or worse than 
they actually were.  
 It can sometimes feel as if speaking the truth is no longer the purpose of modern 
communication. Indeed, by the time most of us reach adulthood, we have become experts in 
skirting or compromising the truth for the sake of avoiding argument or getting what we want. 
Sometimes, this may even mean lying to our very selves, proving just how divorced from our 
own truth we have become. For those on the Hero’s path, cultivating the learning to 
Truthspeaking is an essential prerequisite for self discovery.  

 
 Brutal Honesty versus Truthspeaking: Have you ever begun a sentence with the words, 
“To be brutally honest…”? For example, maybe you said to a friend something like: “To be 
brutally honest,that outfit doesn’t look good on you” or “To be brutally honest, you don’t really 
know what you are talking about.” Perhaps you weren’t saying these things to be mean; you 
were simply telling the truth. But were you really Truthspeaking?  
 Let’s explore this. Take a case where you are sitting with a friend in a restaurant, catching 
up and enjoying each other’s company. But after a time you find yourself doing a lot more 
nodding and mm-hmm-ing than talking. As a result, you begin to become irritated with your 
friend, because, in your opinion, she is talking too much. So, in the interest of Truthspeaking, 
you summon your courage and say to your friend, “To be brutally honest, you are dominating 
our conversation by talking too much.” It might even feel slightly cathartic to say this. After all, 
you are telling it like it is, speaking your truth. But, are you really being honest if you speak this?  
 For example, what if, instead, you had the presence of mind to realize that your 
assessment—my friend is talking too much—is not a fact. It’s just your belief, an opinion that 
you happen to have in the moment. In fact, earlier in the conversation you were both happily 
chatting back and forth, but now you have become hooked by the thought that your friend “is 
talking too much.” It is this thought—this opinion—that has derailed your conversation. One 
way to get back on track would be to ask: What is true for me right now? More specifically: 
What does my judgment about my friend “talking too much” reveal about what I am needing 
right now? If you ask this question, you will probably discover that you are needing the same 
thing that is driving your friend to “talk too much.” You are needing to be heard, to be 
appreciated, to be seen. So, you have a choice. You could continue sitting there like a bump-on-
a-log, feeling like a victim, or you could attempt to discover the real truth behind your 
frustration.   
 After all, simply saying “You talk too much” is not the real truth; it’s just a judgment 
born of your frustration. To express your genuine truth would require that you speak in the first 
person. For example, you might say something like this: “Excuse me, but I notice that I’m 
feeling frustrated in our conversation, because I am needing more equal sharing. Would you be 
willing to bring me in by asking me a question?” In this instance, you have made yourself 
vulnerable by expressing your feelings (frustration), your need (to be brought into the 
conversation) along with a clear request (ask me a question). I grant that speaking in this direct 
way may sound weird, but this is because it is radically truthful and, as such, profoundly 
enlivening.iii 



 

 To appreciate how this might be so, put yourself in the place of that person who was 
doing all the talking. So there you are in a restaurant with a friend but this time you are the one 
who has been going on and on. Then, at some point your friend says: “Hey, I’m sorry to 
interrupt, but I’m feeling kind frustrated because I’m needing more equal sharing. Would you be 
able to bring me in by just asking me a question?” How would you feel hearing this, compared to 
having your friend tell you, point blank, “You are talking too much”? If it were me, I’m pretty 
sure I would feel a measure of gratitude seeing that my friend cared enough about our friendship 
to trust me with his truth. Also, I would see his Truthspeaking as an invitation into a more 
genuine and enlivening conversation. Indeed, it seems that Truthspeaking is always more kind, 
more heroic, than the pseudo-truths (think self-deceptions) that often parade as brutal honesty.   
 The core message here is that as we develop the capacity to be truly honest with 
ourselves, we become equipped to be fully honest with each other and this can be profoundly 
transformative. Indeed, this work of self-discovery, coupled with Truthspeaking, is central to 
humanity’s shared Hero’s Journey. With this in mind, here is a final story that digs deeper into 
the challenges and transformative possibilities of Truthspeaking.   
  
 James’ Story: James (pseudonym) was a Penn State student who had a course assignment 
to speak nothing but the truth for 48 hours. When I spoke with him during the second day of his 
assignment, he said that for the first time in his life, he was speaking only the truth. Curious, I 
asked if he could give me an example of a “truth” that he had voiced that day. 

He responded: “An hour ago I ran into my roommate, and he looked bad. So, I told him 
the truth. I said, ‘Dude, you look really bad.’”   

After pausing to collect my thoughts, I asked James, “So, what do you suppose was below 
your statement to your roommate that he looked ‘really bad?’”   

James looked at me, perplexed, so I rephrased the question: “When you told your 
roommate he looked ‘really bad,’ what do you suppose you were needing?”   

Eventually James did reply, albeit sheepishly, saying, “I guess I was needing my 
roommate to not look bad?”  

Nodding, I then asked, “What do you suppose this need—to have your roommate ‘not 
look bad’—says about what was going on for you when you encountered your roommate?” 

Hearing this, James looked down and then allowed, “I guess it means that appearances are 
really important to me.”   

“Dig deeper,” I pressed. “What was really going on for you when you spoke that way to 
your roommate today?”  

James thought about this for a long moment and then he said, “I’ve got it! I think I know 
what was going on for me. I was feeling pretty good earlier today, but when I encountered my 
roommate and saw how stressed he looked, it upset me and I wanted to get away from him to 
escape from how stressed I was suddenly feeling ”  

In that moment, James was Truthspeaking to himself and I affirmed this, saying: “Yes, 
your real truth wasn’t that your roommate looked bad, it was that you felt uncomfortable in his 
presence and wanted to run.”  

Now imagine a more enlightened James—one who takes in his roommate’s face, sees 
tension and anxiety; but rather than fleeling is able open his heart and consider what he might do 
to help his roommate feel better—e.g., fix him a cup of tea or invite him for a walk.    

As this story illustrates, Truthspeaking is not about saying the first thing that pops into 
our heads. It is not a knee-jerk reaction or a snap judgment. In fact, when we Truthspeak, it has 



 

almost nothing to do with the other person. Truth, real truth, comes from being awake, aware, 
and vulnerable enough to discover the truth within ourselves.   
 
 Common Truthspeaking Snags: Over the years, I have discovered that some of the 
shortest and most frequently used words in the English language often interfere with our 
Truthspeaking. Here are five examples: 
 i. Like… The word “like” is most often used as an indication of affinity, as in, “I like ice 
cream,” or as a simile, as in, “A cushion is soft like a pillow.” More recently, however, “like” has 
taken on a new usage, exemplified in this sentence: “He is like really cool and we are like going 
like downtown...” Used in this new way, “like” is just a sentence filler without any specific 
meaning. Consequently, if you are someone who tends to use a lot of  “likes” in your speech, 
consider breaking this habit. This will not be easy, but as you remove “like” from your speech, 
you may notice that your speaking becomes slower, less breathless, more grounded. As this 
occurs, you will become more present to what you are saying and, thus, more real, more truthful. 
 ii. But… Marshall Rosenberg, Nonviolent Communication expert, is fond of saying 
“Never put your ‘BUT’ in someone’s face.” Why? Because rather than deepening a 
conversation, “but” often short-circuits it. Indeed, a notable shift in receptivity occurs when we 
learn to substitute the word “and” for “but” in our conversations. This simple substitution 
ventilates a conversation by creating space for multiple perspectives. For example, consider how 
you would feel hearing someone say, “I heard what you said, but I disagree with you.” Chances 
are you would shut down as soon as you heard the word “but”. Right?  And now, how about if, 
instead, your conversation partner were to say: “I heard what you said, and I have an additional 
way of seeing it.” Can you see how the simple substitution of  “and” for “but” creates connection 
and with it, the possibility for genuine dialogue and truth seeking?   
 iii. I’ll Try… Observe what happens in your body when you say “I will try to do…” such 
and such, knowing, all the while, that you are probably not committed to actually doing it. For 
example, you run into a friend on the street, and he invites you to stop by later. You already 
know you are not interested, but you say, “OK, I’ll try to come by.” Sound familiar? The point is 
that when we use the word “try” to hide our truth, we relinquish any sense of agency and 
therefore, personal integrity. The challenge here, as with these other examples, is to be more 
truthful with our words.  
 iv. I should… Are you one of those people who are always “should-ing” on yourself—
thinking, “I should do this; I should do that?” If so, take note of the shift in presence and 
aliveness that occurs when you replace “I should” with “I choose to.” For example, say that you 
are getting ready to leave work, and your boss asks you to stay an extra hour to finish a project. 
Immediately, you feel resentful because you have been conditioned to believe that you “should” 
stay and really have no choice in the matter. I mean it’s your boss after all. Yet, you do have a 
choice. We always have a choice. If you do not wish to stay, you can simply say, “No, sorry, I 
choose to leave now, as previously set in my schedule.” Period! Your choice; your truth! 
 v.- Made me… Do you sometimes find yourself saying, “X made me so mad,” or, “X 
makes me crazy.” Your “X” could be something a friend did or said, or it could be the outcome 
of a football game or the rain that messed up your hair. But, irrespective of how you fill in this 
sentence, you will be telling yourself a lie. Nothing “makes” you anything. Only you can “make” 
you something. For example, imagine saying to a friend, “My father made me so upset because 
of what he said.” There you are pouring out your heart, expecting some empathy, but your friend 
responds with, “You know, it wasn’t your father’s words that upset you; he just spoke in a 



 

certain way and then you allowed yourself to become upset—i.e., It was you who made you  
upset. You could have chosen to let your fathers words pass by without getting hooked.” After 
all, none of us has to assume the role of victim. We always have a choice.    
 Here’s the bottom line: As each of us learns to remove words such as like, but, try, 
should, and made me from our speech, we become more honest and open with ourselves and 
each other. To be sure, this requires both vigilance and courage, but the benefit—more 
realness,—is worth it.    
 
Wrap-Up          
 Genuine Truthspeaking is hard which is why it is something of a rarity in our culture. But 
after decades of suppressing our personal truth, it is possible to reach a point where we lose 
touch with it. When we lose our truth, we lose ourselves. And when our speaking becomes 
programmed, manipulative and inauthentic, then this is, quite literally, the energy we bring into 
the world. After all, everything we do has an effect, and our every action, our every word, is 
consequential.  

In this spirit, pause now and ask yourself: “What is really true for me right in this 
moment?” Ask it and mean it. Be patient, knowing that below all your daily mind murmurings, 
there lies an answer, your answer, your present-moment truth. By engaging in this simple 
practice on a daily basis, we can all develop the habits of heart and mind that are essential for 
participating in life as a Hero’s Journey.  
   

***** 
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ii This manner of speaking has been dubbed “non-violent communication” and has been used successfully in conflict 
situations, including war, to help move through hostility to understanding. For a full explanation of this practice see: 
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