
A World of Questions: What Do You Believe?

John 18:33-37


An ancient story comes from a time when a great army invaded a country and created a path of destruction. The army reserved its greatest wrath for the country’s holy people, especially the monks.

 
When the invaders arrived in one of the villages, the leader of that village reported to the commander that all the monks had fled to the mountains after hearing of the army’s approach.


The commander smiled a broad, cold smile, for he was proud of having a reputation for being a very fearsome person.


But then the local leader added that one lone monk remained.


The commander became enraged. He marched to the monastery and kicked in the gate. There in the courtyard stood the one remaining monastic.


The commander charged at the figure.  “Do you know who I am?” he demanded. “I am he who can run you through with a sword without batting an eyelash.”


The monk fixed the commander with a serene and patient look and said,  “And do you know who I am? I am one who can let you run me through with a sword without batting an eyelash.”


What is it that defines power? In this story, the commander seems to believe that power has to do with physical force. But the monk seems to point to a different source of power—one that has to do with a different type of belief.


This same debate about power is central to the give and take that takes place between Pilate and Jesus in today’s scripture reading. 


On the surface, it seems safe to assume that Pilate enters this debate from the power position. He has the backing of the mighty Roman empire and the ability to determine Jesus’ legal fate.


But if we look more closely, Pilate shows signs of fear and nervousness. That’s especially evident in the longer story of Jesus’ trial before the Roman governor. Pilate moves in and out of his headquarters; summons Jesus to be brought in for one more round of interrogation; and goes back and forth with this Galilean prisoner. Pilate seems to grow increasingly uncomfortable with the entire situation.


One commentator notes that in such situations the most common human response “is to run and hide, or to seek the power we need to protect ourselves: seeking power, keeping power, and using power (sometimes even force) to secure one’s safety and well-being—it really can exhaust a person. Power, however, enables one to protect one’s turf and one’s interests, and Pilate is in the habit of wielding the kind of power that uses soldiers and weapons, invasions and persecutions, to protect what Rome has and seeks to expand. The trappings of power might reassure him a bit, but he’s clearly unsettled by a different kind of power that he senses in this stranger from the hinterlands, standing before him.”


Another scholar describes Pilate as a power broker who “lives in a world of illusion of power and is mocked by his ultimate lack of power.” After all, how do you respond to a “threat” presented by a country teacher who argues that he doesn’t need troops or weapons because he doesn’t have that kind of kingdom to protect? How do you react to Jesus’ contention that his power doesn’t lie in any brute force he can exert or even any violent uprising he might inspire, but rather that his power comes from God?


This scholar suggests that Pilate needs some serious “disillusionment”—to be stripped of the illusions he maintains about his own importance and power in the world and in his own life. Perhaps the driving but unspoken question in this trial is directed to Pilate: “What do you believe?”


And perhaps that’s one of the things this story asks of us—to consider what illusions we need to discard, to be honest about what we believe.


The biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann writes that John’s gospel is “cast in juridical rhetoric,” like a great argument over who Jesus really is. Jesus isn’t the one on trial today, but each of us is called to testify and perhaps be on trial ourselves. What do we really say and believe about Jesus?


Brueggemann adds that the “truth evidenced in Jesus is not an idea, not a concept, not a formulation, not a fact. It is rather a way of being in the world in suffering and hope, so radical and so raw that we can scarcely entertain it.” It’s not the type of power that Pilate understands—and perhaps we have the same trouble with it.


The author Amy Tan has described power as “holding someone else’s fear in your hand and showing it to them.” Perhaps that definition helps explain why we—like Pilate—have trouble with Jesus’ power. A power that calls us to look deep within ourselves to discover what truth, what belief directs our lives.


We can be fearful about doing that. We might discover things we’d rather ignore. Perhaps we fear discovering that we’re trapped by an excess of materials possessions—which require us to run faster and faster just to maintain. Perhaps we fear finding that we’re bound by the image we think we have to present—one that may keep us from being free to express who we really are, what we really believe.


The teacher and preacher Barbara Brown Taylor says that, during his trial before Pilate, Jesus stands at the center of the stage like a mirror in which all those around him may see themselves clearly for who they are.


She adds: “One way we Christians have avoided seeing our own reflections in the mirror is to pretend that this is a story about Romans and Jews. As long as they remain the villains, then we are off the hook—or so we think. Unfortunately, this is not a story that happened long ago in a land far away.”


Taylor recalls being at a retreat where the leader asked the participants to think of someone who represented Christ in their lives. When it came time for the participants to share their answers, one woman stood up and said, “I had to think hard about that one. I kept thinking, ‘Who is it who told me the truth about myself so clearly that I wanted to kill him for it?’”


Taylor notes that, according to John, “Jesus died because he told the truth to everyone he met. He was the truth, a perfect mirror in which people saw themselves in God’s own light.


“What happened then goes on happening now. In the presence of his integrity, our own pretense is exposed. In the presence of his constancy, our cowardice is brought to light. In the presence of his fierce love for God and for us, our own hardness of heart is revealed. Take him out of the room and all those things become relative. I am not that much worse than you are nor you than I, but leave him in the room and there is no place to hide. He is the light of the world. In his presence, people either fall down to worship him or do everything they can to extinguish his light.”


As we look into that mirror, we’re faced with the same questions that confronted Pilate: What do we believe? What do we believe about power? What do we believe about your role in the world? What do we believe about the reign of God?


Alan Jones, who’s dean of San Francisco’s Grace Cathedral, has been willing to look into that mirror and grapple with those questions. In doing so, he’s come to believe that one of the most pressing issues of our time is “the need for a new social and political vision that transcends the old rhetoric of left and right.”


He explains: “The New Testament calls for a drastic reimagining of the human project in the light of the reign of God. The idea of the kingdom of God probes and undermines our concepts of power and revolutionizes our vision of what it is to be human. The truth is that we are only truly ourselves in relationship, in covenant, in communion.”


He points to the theologian Rebecca Parker’s observation that “to have a soul is to live rooted in knowing and feeling that we are connected to one another and to the earth, that our life is held in an embrace of something larger than ourselves.”


Jones believes that we will be judged by God’s truth. “We will be judged,” he writes, “in the light of how far we have lived as people betrothed to each other. We will be judged in the light of the truth that being is communion. . . . The kingdom is about communion and about mending what has been broken.”


After the Second World War, a young man came home to Iowa. His mother and sisters waited for him—the only veteran to return alive to that town. The band played. The mayor was there.


But the man who climbed off the train was not the lively, cheerful boy who’d left. He was a ghost. He didn’t register recognition of any one—mother, sister, friend.


His family took him to the farm, and he sat in an old rocking chair in the parlor. He didn’t speak or move. He hardly ate. He remained like that for days, then weeks, and months.

No one in that town had heard of traumatic shock, but they knew his soul was lost somewhere.


His sister stayed by his side and talked. She told him about the church potluck, who was there, what they ate, and what they wore. She told him the bits of news she heard in town when she went shopping and how the crops were doing. She told him how the wind had blown the clean laundry into the tomatoes. When she ran out of things to say, she just sat with him, snapping beans, mending socks. And he sat there, silent, like a stone.


One night, while she was sitting quietly with him, knitting, she looked over and saw that tears were falling from his eyes. She put her arm around him, and then he began to let the tears flow. They came out of him like a wailing torrent, great sobs of anguish and a bellowing from deep inside him.


Then he began to talk and would not stop. He told her about the cold, the fear, the noise, the death of his buddies, the long marches, and then about the people in the camps, the mass graves, the smell. He went on all night until the story was told. Then his sister made him breakfast, and he went out and did the morning chores.


Through her love, his sister had offered him the power he needed most. She’d lived with him in both suffering and hope. She’d held his fear in her hand and gently showed it to him. She’d offered him a mirror in which he could look and discover what lay buried deep inside. She’d lived out her belief in the truth that being is communion—a communion that can mend what has been broken.


It’s the same love and power that Jesus offers to us. May we accept both with great thanksgiving. Amen.
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