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On June 19, 2021, 21-year-old U.S. track star Sha’Carri Richardson posted 

a winning time of 10.89 seconds for 100m in the Olympic Trials, qualifying 

her to run in the women’s individual 100m event in the Tokyo Summer 

Olympics. Less than 2 weeks later, on July 1, it was made public that she 

had tested positive for marijuana use, a banned substance, after her 

qualifying June 19 performance. Although marijuana use is legal in Oregon, 

where the Olympic Trials were held, the U.S. Anti-Doping Agency 

disqualified her from all athletic participation for one month, retroactive to 

June 28. This prohibited her from competing in the 100m event in Tokyo. 

She Tweeted that day: “I am human.” The following day, NBC’s TODAY 

Show ran an interview of Sha’Carri with Savannah Guthrie, in which 

Sha’Carri admitted to using marijuana when distraught after learning from a 

reporter about the death of her biological mother, shortly before the June 

19 qualifiers. Although her disqualification would have ended prior to the 

running of the 4 x 100m women’s relay in Tokyo, she was not on the roster 

of U.S. runners in the relay, which ended any chance she had to compete 

in Tokyo. 

 

I was stunned by Sha’Carri’s candid admission about violating the rules of 

her sport, even though this violation meant a lifetime’s dream deferred. I 

wondered why I felt so moved by her simple statement of truth. Then I 

remembered the seemingly endless parade of “notables” of considerable 

means and experience who have lied to the world, and to me, about their 

past misdeeds. In particular, the cases of cyclist Lance Armstrong in the 

sports world and Bill Clinton in the political arena still loom large in my 

memory. I’m sure you can think of many other examples, perhaps in recent 

news reports! Psychologists tell us that most people who lie do so to 

protect themselves from what they see as harmful or undesirable 

consequences of telling the truth. There are many other reasons for not 

telling the truth, but it is not our purpose here today to explore these. 

Instead, let’s continue to explore Sha’Carri’s story and the power of telling 

the truth… 



 

When she told the truth, I saw Sha’Carri as a powerful and beautiful human 

being, while I view the others I mentioned (Armstrong and Clinton), well-

known to me and widely respected, as weak and pathetic. Why do I see 

Sha’Carri in a different light? Each of these three violated written rules and 

societal norms, established to maintain trust, fairness, and (in Bill Clinton’s 

case) even national security. Each had been tempted in a situation of 

extreme pressure and had given in to that temptation. Yet these three 

stories differ in one critical way relevant to this message, and that is in their 

individual responses. Specifically, Sha’Carri responded with truth, while 

Armstrong and Clinton responded with evasion and lies. 

 

When I heard Sha’Carri’s story, I immediately thought back to a lesson 

from my freshman orientation week at Dartmouth College, 55 years ago. I 

do not recall a great deal from that week, but one message has always 

stuck in my mind. That message came from Dartmouth’s then Dean of 

Students, a man named Thaddeus Seymour. As he lectured us about our 

obligations as students to follow societal norms and other elements of right 

behavior, he concluded with a simple statement that has always stayed 

with me. He said, “A gentleman is someone who takes responsibility for his 

behavior.” By the way, this statement was not politically incorrect, because 

Dartmouth in 1966 was an all-male college. Today, however, let us expand 

Dean Seymour’s statement to apply to all of us: “A gentleperson is 

someone who takes responsibility for their behavior.” Seymour knew that 

400 testosterone-fueled young men would likely soon engage in some 

highly questionable and possibly illegal behaviors, but, above all, he 

expected us to be gentlemen and to take ownership of these behaviors in a 

truthful way. 

 

Now, let’s return to Sha’Carri and the lessons we can learn from her. I will 

add that I do not know Sha’Carri personally, and I did not even know she 

existed until a few weeks ago. I only know her by one specific deed that I 

greatly admire. Thus, I cannot evaluate her as a person, but I do know what 

she recently did and said and it is those deeds and words, not Sha’Carri as 

a complex human being, that I wish to discuss further. 



 

For me, the take-away from Sha’Carri’s story is a fundamental lesson, and 

one that resonates with the pillars of our faith as Unitarian Universalists. 

Taking responsibility for one’s actions is acknowledging one’s humanity, 

accepting the consequences of one’s actions, and seizing truth. Truth 

enables the individual and their community to see them as they are, rather 

than some fabricated and artificial self. That self is now a more dignified 

self, because everyone, the individual and the members of their 

community, can move forward in certainty toward healing. 

 

We all have done and will do things that are wrong. As Sha’Carri said, “We 

are human.” While we must accept the consequences of what we have 

done, we also gain respect when we truthfully acknowledge a 

transgression. At that decisive moment of stating the truth, we stand on the 

forming edge of what will unfold, and, I believe, that is a future with 

substantial potential. 

 

By seizing truth, the individual owns a key that unlocks essential doors that 

might otherwise remain closed. That individual now has opportunities to 

embark on a path of personal growth, and, perhaps, to achieve redemption. 

Harm to others is typically an outcome of wrongdoing, and the truthful 

individual may now begin to heal wounds by apologizing to those harmed. 

For the community, there is now the opportunity to offer appropriate 

support to the individual. In addition, the greater community now may fully 

explore the situation that transpired and evaluate it in the light of day. 

Indeed, the community might even begin to explore social remedies for the 

unfortunate situation, and these may go far beyond assistance to the 

individual and others who might follow their transgressive path. Indeed, 

much of the narrative that has evolved around the Sha’Carri Richardson 

incident has focused on the meaningfulness and fairness of the rules 

regarding marijuana use by athletes. In other words, the community, armed 

with the truth, can now explore the possibilities of appropriate social action, 

and these clearly abound in Sha’Carri’s case. My message today is about 

personal dignity, however, and not about social action, so I will leave these 

issues for those who might wish to pursue them further in another venue. 



 

Let’s return again to the concept of truth. In the Christian tradition, there is 

a powerful message in the New Testament Gospel according to John, 

Chapter 8, verses 31 and 32, which read as follows: 

 

”31 So Jesus said to the Jews who had believed him, “If you abide in my 

word, you are truly my disciples, 32 and you will know the truth, and the 

truth will set you free.” 

 

The truth will set you free – what a powerful message, certainly one to 

remember! When I hear that message, however, I cannot help recalling the 

title of one of Gloria Steinem’s inspirational books: “The Truth Will Set You 

Free, But First It Will Piss you Off.” That irreverent adaptation of the biblical 

phrase contains a great deal of meaning in the context of today’s message: 

truth is the key to freedom, but the path of truth is also a difficult one. 

Telling the truth in the context of our lesson today is an admission of guilt 

and failure, a hard pill for anyone to swallow. However, the benefits to the 

individual in terms of personal growth, dignity, and respect gained within 

the community are priceless. 

 

I will follow Sha’Carri’s story with intense interest over the coming months 

and years. She must have been immensely disappointed, as the fastest 

woman in the United States, sidelined by an indiscretion from the Olympic 

moment that she had trained for throughout much of her life. I certainly 

wish her well. She has stated that she will return to the Olympic stage in full 

force, and just yesterday evening she had a chance to compete against 

some of the runners who recently returned from the Tokyo Olympics. For 

now, let us thank Sha’Carri for giving us this opportunity to reflect on what it 

means to be an imperfect human being, to examine one of the pillars of our 

UU faith, the inherent worth and dignity of every person, and to explore 

how that plays out in the context of truth. May it be so. Blessed be. Amen. 

 

Thomas R. Wentworth 
 


