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òPIECES OF THE TRUTH, PIECES OF THE CONFUSIONó  
     I learned about the game of ñSecretò or ñGossipò as an adolescent at church.  You know it, too.  

You have a crowd gathered together and one person at the beginning of a line of people whispers a 

ñsecretò into the ear of the first person in the line.  Nothing too elaborate, mind you, just a simple sen-

tence like ñI saw you stumble on the Post Office steps yesterday.ò  Sometimes, the first few people 

even get it right, mostly, as the ñsecretò works its way from person to person.  But sooner or later, gen-

erally sooner, the message begins to get distorted and drifts off track, badly; error compounds error as 

the now mangled and mangling ñsecretò snakes toward the last person in the line.  Fifteen or twenty 

people later, the last person announces triumphantly what he or she just heard whispered to them:  it 

might be something like, ñI snaggled your tooth at some doctorôs house and we yelled all the way.ò  

Occasionally, the first and last syllable would survive in tact, and everything else became jumbled, 

though still marginally intelligible, because we humans work hard to forge meaning from what we hear, 

even when we donôt have much to work with.   

     A variation on this little exercise in the fragility of human communication is to create a ñsecretò loop, 

where a second line forms perhaps midway through the first line, creating a figure which resembles 

the capital letter ñP.ò  A person at the ñbottomò of the loop overhears the whispered secret, and can 

even have the advantage of reading the personôs lips, creating in effect a second ñsecretò line which 

also eventually reaches the person at the very top of the ñP,ò the person who hears the first garbled 

message.  Guess what?  The second circuit delivers an equally garbled message from the original, 

though also marginally intelligible, and different from the message overheard in the middle of the first 

line. 

     Now, this is a game that church youth groups have played for decades, and it is just that, a game.  

Young people have fun with this game and with each other, which means that the messages travel 

down the ñgossipò line optimally; that is, when people are untroubled and happy, dealing with a mes-

sage that is emotionally neutral.  Suppose, though, we have a situation where an emotionally charged  

message is sent down such a line of people who are already upset over an issue related to the message, people who have already 

formed biases and strong opinions not only about the potential content of the message but about the people who are sending it down 

the line.  ñLoopsò form in such situations, sub-groups of people who are predisposed to believe either the best or the worst about other 

people in the line, introducing questionable motives and intent to people who are ñsharingò the message.  Under such conditions, we 

can see that the natural garbling of messages will become much worse, and the exhausting quest for meaning, in which we all engage, 

can tend to produce distortions which are not neutral mistakes at all, but meanings which tend to reinforce either the best or the worst 

that we are already predisposed to believe about participants who are sharing the message. 

     Our Transition Team members have heard from me, repeatedly, what I consider to be one of our foundational principles from which 

we must proceed:  òEveryone has a piece of the truth.ó   It is an encouraging and a sobering foundational principle:  encouraging in 

that everyone who is party to a problematic situation in which they participated has a right to be heard, for they do have something es-

sential and un-garbled to say, and yet sobering with the implied recognition that no one individual within the problematic situation has 

the whole truth about it, though they often think they do, a confusion which is itself a major part of the overall problem.  (It is also simply 

true that some people have more knowledge than confusion and some people have more confusion than knowledge about any given 

subject.) So it is now my duty, as your Intentional Interim Minister and your Transition Team leader, to express an important companion 
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