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Truthspeaking as a Foundation for The Hero’s Journey 
C. Uhl and M. Dijulio 

 

I know a place where there are no lies… Each and every person’s Truth is held 

sacred; it does not need to be sweetened with humor or masked with doublespeak… 

They call their… way of communicating, Truthspeaking.        
                                -From Truthspeaking, Tamarack Song 

 

 The question is this: When was the last time you felt truly alive? It is posed in a sun-lit 

room, with a single flower set in a vase at the center. Around this centerpiece, you sit, with ten 

peers. All of you are silent, ears turned inward, as you ponder the question at hand. 

 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 your guide 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, 

spoken without artifice; you feel gratitude that he has trusted you with his truth. Quiet descends 

once more. Then, the woman next to you clears her throat and begins, haltingly, to tell of the 

recent death of her grandfather. Her voice trembles, she stops… shudders… and begins again. 

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… and still the question: 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 human beings 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.”  

So it is that the act of Truthspeaking calls us to drop down into the core of our being, 

where we might discover and give voice to our deepest and most authentic truth, absent all 

artifice and hubris. In so doing, we experience a profound sense of aliveness, intimacy and 

liberation, while, at the same time, developing the habits of heart and mind that are essential for 

participating in life as a Heroes Journey.  
 If you would like a clinic in Truthspeaking, talk with a child on a regular basis. With 

young children there is no filtering, only speech issuing from present-moment experiences. A 

five-year old speaks in full integrity with her feelings. She laughs, she cries, living her truth 

moment-by-moment without the need to explain, justify, or rationalize. By way of example, 

consider this story told to me by one of my students about her family’s Thanksgiving dinner. 

Among the beloved family members at the table was my student’s aunt who, recently, had been 

diagnosed with stage-4 cancer. Everyone knew that this would be the last Thanksgiving they 

would share with this dear soul; but rather than acknowledge the aunt’s cancer and the love they 

felt for her, the family members made small talk. That is until the aunt’s five-year-old niece 

looked over and saw how pale and frail her auntie appeared and asked, “Auntie, are you going to 

die?” With this, everyone around the table broke down in sobs. It was the child’s Truthspeaking 

that created a space for the honest expression of the grief that permeated that Thanksgiving 

dinner.  
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Are You a Truthspeaker? 

I usually introduce Truthspeaking to my students on the first day of class by posing the 

simple question: “Why are you here in my class? What’s the real truth as to why you are 

showing up for this class?” The larger context here is why each of us shows up for anything—

e.g., for work, for meetings, for church, to vote, to read this book…?   

In the case of my students, I invite those who truly know why they are in the room to 

raise their hands. Only a few hands go up. This would suggest the majority are doing something 

without a reason. The truth, though, is that everyone is there for a reason, but few, it seems, are 

willing and able to speak their truth. When pressed to Truthspeak, some may acknowledge that 

their presence really doesn’t have very much to do with their insatiable curiosity and deep 

hunger for knowledge. No, it seems that in many cases the prime motivation isn’t about means, 

but ends—i.e., they are more fixated on the goal of getting a college diploma than on the process 

of expanding and opening their minds. This ends-oriented rationale for college is often grounded 

in fear. Indeed, with a bit of prodding, many students acknowledge this fear, confessing that they 

chose college mostly because they were afraid of what would happen to them if they didn’t 

attend—e.g., afraid of being materially impoverished and unhappy for the rest of their lives. 

Thus, it seemed prudent for them to play it safe and follow the crowd to college. 

 I have compassion for these students who struggle to understand and admit their 

motivations for being in college (or in a life-sapping job) for it is really hard to uncover and then 

speak one’s truth in a culture, like ours, that so often encourages doublespeak. Consider: We are 

surrounded by leaders who seem to regard lying as a legitimate political practice. We are 

inundated by advertisements designed to manipulate and delude us, and we are “guided” by 

adults who often profess one thing but often fail to walk their talk. It’s almost as if speaking the 

truth is not really the purpose of modern speech; instead, communication is simply a strategy to 

cajole, manipulate, confuse, misrepresent, bamboozle. By adolescence most of us are enacting 

these behaviors in our relationships with others as we, too, became experts in skirting or 

compromising or finessing the truth for the sake of avoiding argument or getting what we want. 

And by the time we become full-fledged adults, we have been at this long enough so that we 

often become adept at lying to our very selves, though we rarely recognize this. It just becomes a 

way of being; we become bullshit artists—people estranged from our own truth. I am not exempt 

from this. For example, one of my past students, Melissa recalls being given an assignment in 

BiSci 3 to approach two strangers and engage them in conversation. Recalling the assignment, 

Melissa wrote: At the time, this was too scary—too big an unknown for me—and so I didn’t do 

it. But I still needed to complete this Reflection-Action assignment so, I spun a grand tale of 

someone with pigtails and a nerd with bent glasses, or something to that effect. My TA 

congratulated my efforts, praising my bravery. When I heard this, my lie felt like a weight in my 

stomach and feelings of guilt squeezed the inside of my throat. I was a liar, an expert bull-shitter, 

and it got me the ‘A’ and my teacher’s praise. Only of late have I come to see that bullshitting 

doesn’t have to be a cultural norm or a personal way of life! Indeed, part of my Hero’s Journey is 

waking up to the areas in my life where I lack integrity.  

 

Or Might Truthspeaking be an Unknown for You? 

 Truthspeaking is requires great courage. Therefore, it is no wonder that many of us 

employ an array of conversational strategies to avoid it. For example, sometimes we use humor 

to sidestep or brush aside tender topics, rather than directly express our feelings. On other 
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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 completely disagree with 

you.”  Or we might say “Go to hell,” instead of what we probably  mean—e.g., “I don’t want to 

be in your presence right now”.   

 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” (2004). 

 

Brutal Honesty? 

 But isn’t it dangerous to be too truthful because this can cause conflict and even destroy 

relationships? For example, take a situation where you are sitting with a friend in a coffee shop, 

catching up and enjoying each other’s company. But aBut after a time you find yourself doing a 

lot more nodding and mm-hmm-ing than talking; and you begin to become irritated with your 

friend because she is talking too much. So, in the interest of Truthspeaking, you summon your 

courage and say to your friend, “You talk 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. Is barking “you talk too much” at your friend, the real truth?  

 What if, instead, you had the presence of mind to consider that your assessment—my 

friend is talking too much—is just your opinion, a judgment. After all, earlier in the conversation 

you were happily talking together but now, here you are, hooked by the thought that my friend 

“talks too much” and this thought 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 in this moment of 

frustration? If you ask this question, you will probably discover that you are needing something 

very similar to what is driving your friend to “talk too much”—i.e., 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 simply speak the real truth behind your 

frustration.   

 After all, if your friend spoke to you of her need to be heard by you, wouldn’t you want 

to meet her need? In this same vein, if I am with a friend and she is feeling frustrated because I 

am dominating a conversation, I would want her to tell me this. In fact, I would feel a measure of 

gratitude that she cared enough about our friendship to trust me with her truth. The point is this: 

Genuine Truthspeaking is always more kind and more heroic, than the pseudo-truths (think self-

deceptions) that often parade as “brutal honesty.” 

 To make this more concrete, it is important to recognize that to ensure truthspeaking, it is 

necessary to make a distinction between pseudo-truths versus genuine truths. So, in the above 

example, saying “You talk to much” to your friend would be a pseudo-truth; the genuine truth 

might sound something like this: “Excuse me but I notice that I’m starting to feel frustrated in 

our conversation because I am needing more equal sharing…  So would you be willing to 

acknowledge me in our conversation by asking me a question?” In this instance your friend has 

made herself vulnerable by expressing an emotion (frustration), a need (to have her presence 
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acknowledged by you) and a request (ask me one question).  Imagine being on the receiving end 

of this request compared to having your friend say “you talk too much”.  

   

The Heroes Challenge: Truthspeaking with Ourselves 

 The ability required to move past our known habits of speaking pseudo-truth to, actually, 

mustering the vulnerability to voice our genuine truth is incredibly difficult—i.e., It’s the stuff of 

the heroes journey! To pursue this a bit further, here is a story about Jason, a Penn Student who 

was taking a course in Buddhism. As part of the course Jason had an assignment to speak 

nothing but the truth for 48 hours. When I talked to him during the second day of his assignment, 

he said that for the first time in his life he was really speaking the truth. Curious, I asked if he 

could give me an example of a “truth” he had spoken that day.  

            He responded:  “I was just with my roommate and he looked bad and so I told him the 

truth. I said:  ‘You look really bad, man.’”   

           After pausing to collect my thoughts, I asked Jason:  “So what do you suppose was below 

your statement to your roommate that he looked ‘really bad’”?   

Jason looked at me perplexed and so I asked my question differently: “When you told 

your roommate he looked ‘really bad,’ what do you suppose you were needing?” 

After pondering my question, Jason responded, albeit sheepishly: “I guess I was 

needing him to not look bad?”  

I followed with “And, what does your need to have your roommate “not look bad” say 

about you?” 

Hearing my question, Jason looked down and then murmured, “I guess it means that 

appearances are really important to me”.   

Yes, in this example, the deeper truth for Jason’s wasn’t that his roommate looked 

“really bad”; it was that surface appearances mattered a lot to him, to Jason, and it was this that 

led him tell his roommate that he looked “really bad.” But now imagine a more enlightened 

Jason who looks at his roommate’s face—sees bloodshot eyes, disheveled hair, paleness—and, 

in that moment, breaks with his conditioning. How? By opting for compassion, rather than 

judgment. But, again, how? Well, by really seeing his roommate! So this time around, as Jason 

notes the tiredness in his roommate’s eyes, the droop of his roomates shoulders; he remembers 

times when he, too, has also been in this same state of depletion. This allows Jason to connect 

with his roommate in a compassionate way. He really sees his roommate and asks what he can 

do to help him feel better—e.g., maybe fix a cup of coffee, get him an aspirin?  

   For me, this question: “What does my response/reaction/judgment in any given 

situation, say about me?” is a necessary prelude to Truthspeaking for to speak the truth requires 

that we first discover our own inner truth and in so doing, that we be radically honest with 

ourselves. 

As Jason’s story illustrates, Truthspeaking is not saying the first thing that pops into your 

head. 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 still enough to inquire 

within ourselves, to feel and to be vulnerable with ourselves. When we are successful, we leave 

the comfort of our patterned behaviors and step into a new more truthful way of being in 

relationship with ourselves and each other.  

 This can happen in any moment throughout our days. For example, recently, I 

encountered an old woman with a begging cup sitting on the sidewalk on a busy city street. 

Rather than stopping to extend help, I looked away and hurried past her. Initially I justified my 
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behavior, telling myself that I didn’t have any change… but then I remembered that I had cash in 

my wallet. In that moment, I could have turned back and given the woman a couple of dollars, 

but I kept walking, telling myself that she was probably just scamming people like me. But still I 

felt unsettled because, at some deep level, I knew that I was betraying my values, lying to 

myself. Only later, did I realize that it was my fear of being judged by others as a “naive sucker” 

that caused me to ignore my soul’s truth which calls me to feel, connect and share.  

 

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 my Truthspeaking. Here are five examples: 

 i. Like…  Let’s start with the word “like.” It can be used as an indication of affinity or 

pleasure 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 as in: “He is like really cool and we are like 

going like downtown...” Used in this new way, “like” has no clear meaning; it is just a filler. Yet, 

might it be that something still being communicated. For example, just listen to someone who 

uses “like” twenty times a minute and notice what happens to your attention. At first you might 

not notice this filler, but then it becomes more and more obvious until the word “like” become 

like the only word that you can like hear. Consequently, if you are someone who tends to use a 

lot of  “likes” in your speech, consider breaking this habit. Or if you have a friend who is like-

happy, volunteer to help him break her habit. This will not be easy, but if you (or your friend) 

break free of “like,” you may notice that your speaking becomes slower, less breathless and more 

grounded. You will become more present to what you are saying and, thus, more authentic, more 

truthful. 

 ii. But… Marshall Rosenberg, author of the book, Nonviolent Communication: A 

Language of Compassion, advises: “Never put your ‘BUT’ in someone’s face.” Indeed, rather 

than deepening a conversation, “but” often short-circuits it. A notable shift occurs when we learn 

to substitute the word “and” for “but” in our speech. This simple substitution ventilates a 

conversation by creating space for multiple perspectives. For example, consider how you would 

feel hearing: “I heard what you said, but I disagree with you.” As soon as you read the word 

“but”, you probably tensed up and become a bit defensive. Now imagine if your conversation 

partner were to say, “I heard what you said and I have an additional way of seeing it.”  Can you 

see how that opens things up—how this simple substitution of “and” for “but,” could allow you 

to take a step away from an either/or world characterized by opposition and limitation, toward a 

both/and world of genuine dialogue, vulnerability 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 that you are probably not genuinely committed to 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 personal agency, and therefore, 

personal integrity. But we always have a choice: You can choose to respond to a friend’s 

invitation to stop by simply speaking what is true: “I won’t be coming by and, hey, thanks for the 

invite.” There is great power in this for when you give your word to another—whether it is “yes” 

or “no,” you are giving your word to yourself (Keegan, 2001). 

 iv. I should… Are you one of those people who’s always ‘should-ing’ on yourself—

thinking: “I should do this, I should do that”? If so n take note of the shift in presence and 

aliveness that occurs when you replace “I should” with “I choose to”. For example, imagine that 



 

 

6 

you are getting ready to clock out at work and your boss asks you to stay an extra hour to finish a 

project. Immediately you feel resentful, but you remain quiet because you feel that you “should” 

stay and really have no choice in the matter. 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 complete 

this sentence, you will be telling yourself a lie. Nothing “makes” you…. anything! Only you can 

“make” you something. For example, imagine complaining to a friend that: “My boss made me 

so upset because of what he said.” There your are pouring out your heart, expecting some 

empathy but your friend responds: “You know, it wasn’t your boss’ words that upset you; he just 

spoke in a certain way, then you allowed yourself to become upset. You could have chosen to let 

it go, see it as funny or sad, and put it behind you.” After all, none of us has to assume the role of 

victim; we always have choice.    

 Here is the bottom line: As each of us learns to remove words such as like, but, try, 

should, made me and have to 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 reward—more 

realness, more freedom, and more aliveness—is worth it, in my experience.      

        

  
Wrap Up 

We live, it seems, in a culture that regards bullshitting as normal. Bullshit is everywhere. 

Catch an advertisement during a television commercial break and you will be splattered with 

bullshit. Check Facebook and it seems that everyone and their grandma is doing the same thing: 

Bullshitting, in one form or another!  It’s not overt. Your Facebook friends aren’t doing it 

purposefully. But look under the façade of your own posts and you may discover a slightly 

twisted truth here, an embellishment there, an exclusion, a ‘spin’... 

 The outcome: After decades of substituting pseudo-truths for our genuine truth, it is 

possible to reach a point where we lose touch with it. We, in effect, go dead, becoming plastic 

people. And if our speaking becomes dead, detached, manipulative, inauthentic, then this is, 

quite literally, the energy we broadcast into the world for everything we do has an effect—our 

every action, significant.  

 So, pause right now, and ask yourself: What is really true right now? Ask it and mean it. 

Step outside and take a slow walk as you harbor this question, not in your head, but, in your heart 

and, then, in your gut. Be patient, knowing that below all your daily mind chatter, there lies an 

answer. Now, prolong your “pause” so that it may serve as an invitation to come home to your 

self. See such daily pauses as moments of intimacy, touchstones for your Heroes Journey.     
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