Truth and Fiction
I’ve always liked a good read.  But does it matter whether it’s fact or fiction, truth or lies?  To some people it matters a lot.  I had a friend whose mother was a very religious person in a very literal sort of way.  Once I told her I was reading a novel.  She expressed great shock and disapproval.  “I never read anything that I don’t know is true,” she said.  So she confined herself to women’s magazines (presumably missing out the romance stories), to the newspapers, and to the Bible.

Quite how she knew that the newspapers were “true” I don’t know.  You only have to look at the same story reported in two or three different papers to realise that the journalists are all living on completely separate planets.  Their political stance flavours what they report, what they choose to omit, and what spin they put on what they write.  And what about theatre critics who leave after the first act, submit their pieces, and get to look pretty stupid when they fail to report that the theatre burned down half way through the second act!

And as for the Bible!  I hesitate to upset people (let alone Mother Brenda), but it really doesn’t help to take the Bible entirely literally.  Its truth is much deeper than mere facts.  Some of it is poetry, some is myth, and some inspired prophecy.  The historical facts recorded have been fragmented by copying, miss-copying and loss of text, and the actual texts were coloured in much the same way as today’s newspapers by the writers’ political, religious or sectarian viewpoints.
Some of the stories told of saints of old were distinctly fanciful.  Take the patron saints of our two local churches.  St. Giles is supposed to have saved a hart (a White Hart, naturally) from being hunted by a pagan king – by allowing himself to be shot in the hand and deflecting the arrow from the beast.  Clearly he was a sort of ancient hunt saboteur.  And then St Margaret is supposed to have been swallowed by a dragon, but the cross she was wearing caused the dragon to explode – a proto suicide bomber, except that she survived and the dragon didn’t.  These aren’t factual stories, but lessons about self-sacrifice and faith overcoming wickedness.
These stories, probably based on actual happenings and people, were told not as factual accounts, but to lead simple people into faith. 

Nowadays we mostly read stories for enjoyment, not edification.  We don’t expect them to be historically accurate, but we do expect to be
thrilled by them, and maybe to learn something about the way people behave, or used to live. “Gone With the Wind” isn’t “true” as a record of events in the Southern States of North America in the 19th Century, but it’s a jolly good story, and very true to life. And if it is not fact, “frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn!” (to quote the closing line in the film). 
The fact is (dangerous statement, this) the concepts of truth and lies, fact and fiction, are more complex than my friend’s mother understood.  If we enjoy a good story, we know it is not fact, but read it in a different way.  Some people only read stories set in the “real” world.  Fantasy and science fiction are more than they can stomach. It’s very much a matter of taste.  But it would be wrong to say that The Lord of the Rings or Mrs Tiggywinkle or the Gruffalo were “lies”. They are forms of creative fiction.

Have you ever had tried to persuade someone that you are telling the truth?  “No, really, Officer, I was somewhere else at the time.”  “Seriously, doctor, I only drink 15 pints of beer a week and nothing else.” “But, mummy, I DID see a whale in the garden.” It’s much easier if someone else can corroborate your story.  And yet, even if lots of people see the same thing, does that make it “true”?  What about UFOs? (OK, so you DO believe in flying saucers, sorry!).
2,500 years ago the Greek historian Herodotus, known as the Father of History, told the story of the Persian invasion of Greece in 580 BC.  He described how the Persian Empire grew and all the countries it held.  He reported many tall tales, often with the proviso:  “I don’t believe this myself, but I report faithfully what I was told.”  He described how sailors sailed south from Egypt down the coast of Africa, and eventually the sun came up on the wrong side of the boat (they’d sailed round the Cape of Good Hope); and the well far up the Nile where the sun shone directly down on a certain day in the year (it was on the Tropic of Cancer, and is one of the proofs that the Greeks knew the world was round).  He wasn’t sure that these things were true, but he reported them nevertheless.
Herodotus called his work “Histories”, which in Greek means “Enquiries”.   We get our word “story” from the ancient word “historia”.  Not fiction, not fact necessarily either, but an enquiry into the truth.  And that’s what really good stories do today.  They may be fact or fiction, but they end up helping us to enquire further into the underlying truth of things, of people, of the way we behave and how we feel.  What is really false is to consider fiction untrue.
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