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I found myself in a conversation that I didn’t want to have.  
As one who is “conflict avoidant” I kept looking for an off-ramp. 
 
My cousin was talking about vaccines as I smiled and nodded my head. He was happy to offer a 
monologue which eventually veered into claims and conspiracies that strained credibility.  

I gently pushed back.  
“I don’t think that’s true….”  
And he responded, “You have your information and I have mine.”  

 
When our conversation mercifully came to a close, I fired up the Google machine to explore his 
ideas and try to determine if he was right and I was wrong. I discovered two competing 
narratives, both positioning themselves as right and reliable. Two different “truths.” But while 
the relationship with my cousin matters more than the details of this debate, there had to be some 
 truth. There had to be right and wrong, true and false. I was reminded of a line from a 
poem by James Russell Lowell that Martin Luther King Jr. used and that gets quoted frequently 
in the black church,  
 

Truth forever on the scaffold, wrong forever on the throne…  
 
Dear friends, it feels like truth is on the scaffold.  

MIT researchers have determined that false stories are 70% more likely to be forwarded 
through social media than true stories. But, of course, you can’t believe that because you 
can’t believe science, or the media, or universities, or studies……  

 
I came of age during Watergate; I expect politicians to lie. I grew up watching television; I’ve 
been lied to every day of my life. But I still want the truth….  

When decisions about public health or policing practices or elections hinge on actual-
verifiable-fact, I want the truth. When the news is told, I want the truth. When a politician 
pontificates or a preacher preaches, I want the truth. You too? 
 

Which is part of what makes this morning’s text so engaging and powerful....  
Pilate was a civil servant, a mid-level bureaucrat, a cog in the machine.  

He was trying to juggle the demands of the clerics, pacify the crowd, and do his duty for 
Rome when the ruling-religious-right brought him a problem before lunch – only to keep 
their distance, and wait on the porch, so as not to be soiled.  

 
Jesus, the accused, stood in front of Pilate.  

He was either a harmless religious dreamer or a dangerous insurrectionist. He was either 
a revolutionary who threatened the empire or one more subversive crank who riled up the 
Jews but posed no problem to power. The Hebrew political/religious establishment 
described him as a criminal. (The actual word here is “evil-doer”)  



 
So, Pilate pokes around with a few questions:  
 

Are you the king of the Jews? 
Your own people handed you over to me. What is it that you have done? 

 
And, the exchange is going along swimmingly until Jesus mentions the truth.  
 

…the reason I was born and came into this world is to testify to the truth. Everyone on 
the side of truth listens to me. 

 
And with that, the whole thing grinds to a halt.  

Pilate was fine with the muddled middle where things are fudged for the sake of political 
expediency. There should be a solution that preserves the status quo; there should be a 
way to spin this so that all parties could hold their positions of power. Pilate would settle 
for something that worked. But, the truth?  

 
Pilate didn’t know which way to turn.  

Criminals offer alibis.  
Martyrs make proclamations.  
The misguided spin stories.  
The innocent protest mightily.  
The guilty plead for mercy, but the truth?  

That’s a category of philosophy.  
That’s the realm of theologians and poets.  
That’s in the neighborhood of the ethereal not the real.  
There’s no place in politics for the truth… 

So, Pilate sputters, “What is the truth?”  
And, walks away.  
Truth is on the scaffold.  
 
Dear friends, each of the four gospels tells the story of Jesus with a particular slant. “Truth” is 
part of John’s slant. The word for “truth” only occurs once in Matthew, it shows up three times 
each in Mark and Luke, but it appears 25 times in John.  

It functions as the qualifier for much of what Jesus says, “Truly I say to you….” It serves 
as a title, “I am the way, the truth, and the life…” It is part of what he prays for his 
disciples, “Sanctify them by the truth….” And it serves as a summary of his life’s 
mission, “I was born and came into the world to testify to the truth….”  

 
Therefore, what does Jesus mean when he talks about the truth?  
I’m with Pilate. “What is truth?”  
 
Last Sunday, in the last sermon of the Hebrews series, the text read, 

 
Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, not giving 
up on meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing… 



 
So, I went straight at it. I tried to make a case for returning to consistent in-person worship. After 
the service, an elder said to me that was “a pitch perfect take on a difficult text.” I replied that it 
wouldn’t make any difference. People don’t make decisions based on rational or scriptural 
arguments.  

Truth is not always a function of reason, or scientific method, or the meeting of an 
external standard. People come to truth by feeling and intuition and culture. Music 
communicates truths that words can’t touch. Love is true and not always the result of 
rationality. Every of us believe things about ourselves that are powerfully true to us ~ but 
don’t always match reality. Things that were so clearly true at one point in our lives are 
no longer true now. And, underneath the things that we hold as true there is a whole host 
of assumptions or presuppositions. Truth is not always discerned by intellectual 
discourse. Truth takes all sorts of shapes and comes to us in all sorts of ways.  

 
Pilate’s question is well played. “What is truth?” 
 
 
It seems worth noting that Jesus doesn’t answer Pilate. He doesn’t offer a definition, talk about 
God, point to scripture, or quote a creed. Instead, Jesus leaves the question open, without protest 
is swapped for Barabbas, and in the next scene he is mocked, beaten, and whipped. In response 
to Pilate’s question about truth, Jesus turns toward the cross.  
 
Dear friends, maybe Jesus answers Pilate’s question about truth by what he does. Rather than 
answer Pilate with claims about transcendence, or propositional truth, or verifiable doctrine, 
Jesus embodies truth in what comes next. And, this is what truth looks like: Non-violent,  

forgiving, 
suffering,  
self-emptying,  
crucified…. 

 
N.T. Wright in reflecting on this text offers this insight:  
 

We have often read John 18 to be saying, my kingdom is not of this world meaning my 
kingdom simply belongs to somewhere else called heaven. It’s not what the Greek says, 
actually. It says, my kingdom is not from, or out of, this world. It is not characterized by 
the mechanisms and the power plays of this world. But, my goodness, my kingdom is for 
this world…. Jesus’ kingship is all about a different way of power, a different way of life, 
within this present world. 

 
Or to put it a different way….  

Truth is a different way of power,  
a different way of life,  
a different way of being,  
within this present world.  
Truth is a criminal-king nailed to the torture apparatus of the empire.  

 



The remarkable-overwhelmingly-absurd claim of the gospels is that in Jesus of Nazareth the 
fullness of God and the fullness of humanity dwell. Jesus is truth incarnate. So, if truth is on the 
scaffold the response that Jesus offers is not a doctrinal system, a set of principles, or a collection 
of laws, but Divine Love embodied unto death.  
 
Embodied truth.  
 
This morning we baptized Trinity Jade Lucille into the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
She is signed and sealed as a child of the covenant. Our calling is to embody the love and grace 
of Jesus Christ that she might live into that reality. Our calling is to help her become who she 
already is….  

What she can’t apprehend by reason she can get a sense of through relationship. What she 
can’t settle in mind may come through her heart. 

 
Toward the end of his memoir Telling Secrets, Fredrick Buechner writes,  
 

I have bumbled my way into at least the outer suburbs of the Truth that can never be told 
but only come upon, that can never be proved but only lived for and loved. 

 
I am not suggesting that there isn’t a place for rationality and confessional creeds that name 
eternal truths, but it seems to me that truth is often best “lived for and loved.” Sometimes the 
closest we get to truth is through relationship. So, while we may live in an age where truth is on 
the scaffold, whatever we know of truth is what is “lived for and loved.”  

For empires will rise and fall,  
presidents and kings will come and go,  
theologies and theories will pass,  
politics will crumble,  
and truth will be relative,  
but our trust is in an embodied truth ~ crucified, dead, and resurrected.  

 
Let us live for and love him.  
Amen. 


