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Truthfulness  

I. Truth telling and manliness 

A. Telling the truth, even when hard, is an essential part of a manly, virtuous 

character. A liar is not respected, and rightfully so. It is important that boys learn 

this as early as possible. 

B. Christ said, “Let your ‘yes’ be ‘yes,’ and your ‘no’ be ‘no’.” A well developed, 

virtuous, character is marked by simplicity of speech in which the person tells the 

truth more or less directly, although always with charity. Lack of simplicity 

indicates an immature character. 

II. The morality of truth and lies 

A. Basic moral principle: it is always wrong to tell a lie; i.e., to express in speech 

what you believe to be false—not the way things really are—in order to deceive 

the listener. This is the constant teaching of St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, 

and the Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

B. Not all lies are equally bad. Lies that are said in order to commit an injustice are 

more seriously wrong than lies that are said as a joke or to help someone (as 

happens with the nun in Les Miserable). 

C. We should note that a person can not tell the truth without lying: he just does not 

say anything. There is a duty to tell the truth only when the other person has a 

right to know (e.g., your boss). 

D. Many times it would be wrong to say the truth because you have an obligation of 

confidentiality, as happens often in professional matters and sometimes in family 

matters. Generally is it wrong to say the truth if to do so would offend against 

charity. Much gossip actually goes against charity—it hurts people—even though 

it is true. 

III. The virtue of truth telling 

A. By the virtue of truth-telling, a person is habitually disposed to tell the truth when 

it is required. This is more than just avoiding lies. It means saying the truth when 

it is needed either for justice or for charity. 

B. Truth-telling requires the virtue of fortitude; often it is hard to tell the truth, 

because of the consequences that it might entail, or because it may be painful to 

others. At times, truth can cost a person his life, as happens with the martyrs when 

they are called to give witness to Christ.  

C. Typical areas where telling the truth can be difficult: 

1. About one’s self (not trying to be what you are not; not exaggerating your 

talents, abilities, accomplishments) 

2. About one’s actions; admitting your failures (especially when you go to 

the sacrament of Penance). 
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3. About others. Telling others the truth when they need to hear it, even 

though it may be hard; for example, to tell someone that he is dying, so 

that he can prepare for his death (this is an act of charity). 

4. Moral truths which others may find hard to accept. This is to be done 

when necessary; we do not need to be scolds who point out everything 

wrong people are doing. In our present culture, this is becoming more and 

more difficult especially in matters relating to sexuality and marriage. 

IV. Defects to be avoided 

A. Lying 

B. Exaggeration 

C. Flattery (vs. normal politeness) 

D. Vague promises one does not really intend to keep 

E. Gossip 

F. Unkind speech and needlessly talking about the defects and sins of others. This 

includes unnecessary criticism, even of public figures. The rule of charity is not to 

speak ill of another person unless there is some pressing (prudential) reason to do 

so. For example you may have to warn a friend about a person who might hurt 

him. 

V. Helping one’s son to learn to tell the truth 

A. Some important areas 

1. It is important for sons to equate truth-telling with manliness. They need 

to know that telling the truth will be hard at times, but a courageous man 

does it anyways. 

2. They need to learn to speak directly but with charity. 

3. Learn not to speak badly of others. 

4. Learn to mean what you say; do not commit if you do not intend to carry 

out what you said you would do. 

5. Confessing lies when they go to Confession. 

B. The single most important way to teach is by example, especially the father’s 

example. 

C. Explicit correction (without anger) is needed when one sees that one’s son has not 

lived truthfulness well. For example, if he has gossiped, or exaggerated, or made 

promises he did not really intend to keep. 


