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Chapter 5: Truthspeaking as a Catalyst for Awakening [C. Uhl]  
 
Honesty is more than not lying. It is truth telling, truth speaking, truth 
living and truth loving.   -James E. Faust1    

 
 These days it sometimes seems that speaking the truth is not really the purpose of modern 
communication. For example, we are subjected to leaders who often seem to regard lying as a 
legitimate political practice; we are inundated with advertisements that are crafted to manipulate 
our thoughts and feelings; we are bombarded by news stories and social media posts that often 
conflate and/or distort the truth. It is not so surprising, then, that by the time we reach adulthood, 
many of us have become pretty good at skirting or compromising the truth. We may even lie, 
unwittingly, to our very selves.  

You can explore this by recalling a time when you began a sentence with the words, “To 
be brutally honest…” For example, maybe in an attempt to be candid with a friend, you said: “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”. You weren’t saying these things to be cruel; you were 
simply being truthful. But were you?  
  

Awakening to What’s Really True: Imagine you are sitting with a friend at a restaurant, 
catching up and enjoying each other’s company. But, after a while, you begin to feel irritated 
with your friend because he is talking too much. So, you summon your courage and say: “Sorry, 
but I need to speak my truth here and tell you that you are dominating our conversation by 
talking too much.” It might even feel cathartic to speak out like this. After all, you're telling it 
like it is, standing up for yourself, speaking your truth, right!  
 But what if you had the presence of mind to realize that your thought—my friend is 
talking too much—was just a passing reaction to the frustration that you were feeling and that to 
discover your real truth, you would first need to awaken to the root of your upset? 
 Genuine Truthspeaking, in the words of teacher/writer Tamarack Song, requires stating 
“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.”2  
 Holding this definition in mind, go back to that restaurant scene, sitting with your friend 
who is “talking too much” … and ask yourself: What is true for me right now in this very 
moment? Specifically: What does my judgment that my friend is “talking too much” reveal about 
what I am feeling and needing in this moment? By reflecting in this way, you might discover that 
you are frustrated because you are needing to be heard, appreciated and seen by your friend—
i.e., needing the same thing that is causing your friend to “talk too much”.  
 Telling your friend “you talk too much” was not your real truth; it was simply a judgment 
born of your frustration. To express your full truth you would need to speak in the first person, 
perhaps saying something like: “Hey, I notice that I’m feeling frustrated because I have a need to 
be included in our conversation. Could you be bring me in by asking me a question or two?” In 
this scenario, you would be making yourself vulnerable by expressing your feelings (frustration) 
and your need (to be brought into the conversation), along with a clear request (ask me a 
question). Speaking in this direct way may create discomfort, but perhaps that's because it’s so 
radically honest.3 As we develop the capacity to be honest with ourselves, we are better able to 
be honest with each other.  
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 How is it for You? If you experience resistance to Truthspeaking, as it’s being presented 
here, that’s understandable. Full-fledged Truthspeaking seems as unfamiliar in our culture as 
breathing underwater or sleeping upside down. No surprise, then, that most of us employ a 
variety of strategies to avoid it. For example, we might use humor to sidestep a touchy topic or 
harsh language to disguise our truth—e.g., lashing out with “F___ you” instead of truthfully 
saying, “I strongly disagree with you.” But, perhaps, the most common way we avoid 
Truthspeaking is by dropping into small talk and gossip. In this vein, Tamarack Song cautions: 
“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...”4   
  
 Diving Deeper—James’ Story: James was a Penn State student who had an assignment to 
speak nothing but the truth for 48 hours. When I met with him on the afternoon of the first day, 
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. 

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

Hearing this, I asked James: “What do you suppose was beneath your statement to your 
roommate that he looked really bad?”   

James looked perplexed, so I tried again: “When you told your roommate he looked 
‘really bad,’ what do you suppose you were needing?”   

Eventually James replied, “I guess I was needing my roommate to not look bad?”  
Nodding, I nudged him deeper by asking: “Why were you needing him to not look bad?” 
James thought for a long moment and then he said, excitedly: “I’ve got it! I was feeling 

good earlier today, but when I encountered my roommate and saw how depleted and stressed he 
looked, I began to feel depleted and stressed myself and wanted to escape.”  

In that moment, James succeeded in Truthspeaking to himself and I affirmed him saying: 
“So, your most authentic truth was that you began to feel bad in your roommate’s presence and 
wanted to escape.”   

Rather than fleeing, a more aware James, noting his roommate’s depleted state, might 
have opened his heart, perhaps fixing his roommate a cup of tea or just sitting in companionable 
silence with him for a time.    

Upshot: Truthspeaking is not about saying the first thing that pops into our heads. It is not 
a knee-jerk reaction or a snap judgment. When we Truthspeak, it usually has little to do with the 
other person. Instead, real truth comes when we are aware and awake enough to tune into the 
truth lying within ourselves.   
 
 Common Truthspeaking Snags: Here are few common English words/expressions that 
often interfere with Truthspeaking.  

i. Like… The word “like” is most often used as an indication of preference, as in, “I like 
ice cream,” or as a simile, as in, “A cushion is soft like a pillow.” More recently “like” has taken 
on a new usage, exemplified in this sentence: “He's, like, really cool and we're, like, going, like, 
downtown.” This usage makes, “like” a filler without any specific meaning. So, if you tend to 
use a lot of “likes,” consider breaking the habit. It won't be easy, but as you eradicate “like”, you 
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may notice that your speech becomes slower, less breathless, and more grounded; and, 
ultimately, more real, more truthful. 
 ii. But… Nonviolent Communication expert, Marshall Rosenberg, was fond of saying 
“Never put a but in someone’s face.” Rather than creating connection, the word “but” often 
creates separation. This can be remedied by replacing the word “but” with the word “and” in 
conversation. For example, if someone said to me: “I heard what you said, but I disagree with 
you”, I know that I would shut down a bit. However, if that person said, “I heard what you said, 
and I’d like to share an additional way of seeing it,” I would be curious and open to what was 
coming. 
 iii. Try… Observe what happens in your body and how you feel when you say to 
someone: “I'll try to do… such and such”, all the while knowing that you're not actually 
committed to doing it. For example, you run into a friend on the street, and she invites you to 
stop by later. You already know you're not interested, but you say, “Okay, I’ll try to come by.” 
Sound familiar? When we use the word “try” to sidestep our truth, we violate our integrity. 
 iv. Should… Do you find that you sometimes “should” on yourself—e.g., saying, I 
should do this, I should do that? If so, consider the shift in integrity and aliveness that occurs 
when you replace “I should” with “I choose to.” For example, you are getting ready to leave 
work when your boss takes you aside and asks you to stay an hour extra to finish a project. 
Immediately, you feel resentful because you think that you “should” do what your boss asks and 
that you really have no choice in the matter. But, you do have a choice. If you do not wish to stay 
late, you can simply say, “No, sorry. I’m going to leave now, as previously set in my schedule.” 
Period! Your choice. Your truth. Your freedom. 
 v. Made me… Have you ever found yourself saying, “X” made me so mad,” or, “X” 
makes me afraid”? Your “X” could be something a friend did or said; it could be the outcome of 
a football game or the rain that messed up your hair. Whatever your “X” is, you're telling 
yourself a lie. Nothing “makes” you anything. You're the only one who can do that. By way of 
example, imagine saying to a friend, “My father made me so upset because of what he said.” 
Instead of offering the empathy you expect, your friend responds, “You know, it wasn’t your 
father’s words that made you upset; he just spoke in a certain way and you allowed yourself to 
become upset. You could have just let your father’s words pass through you instead of getting 
hooked by them.” Remember that none of us has to assume the role of victim. We have a choice.    
 The bottom line is that as we learn to remove words such as like, but, try, should, and 
made me from our speech, we make peace with ourselves and each other.  
 
Wrap-Up  

There is a price to pay for telling the truth. There is a bigger price for 
living a lie.  -Cornel West5 

 
 Genuine Truthspeaking is hugely challenging, which is why it is something of a rarity in 
our culture. The longer we remain separate from our personal truth, the longer we remain 
estranged from ourselves.  So, before moving on, ask yourself: “What’s really true for me, right 
now?” Turn your gaze inward to create space for your truth to arise. Be patient, knowing that by 
asking this simple question, you are developing the habits of mind and heart that are essential for 
awakening. 
 

***** 
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