Jacqueline M. Clarys, Homily

Living Water Inclusive Catholic Community
Good Friday: March 25, 2016

7:00 PM, Friends Meeting House

First Reading: Isaiah 52:13–53:12.

Psalm 31. Response: “Abba-God! I place my life in Your hands.”

Hebrews 4:14–16; 5:7–9.

Passion Reading: John 18:1–19:42.

This homily is dedicated to Zemaya Jones, who embraced freedom in this life, and who is now free from earthly suffering. May she rest in Peace.

At the epicenter of tonight’s Passion Reading, Pilate responds to Jesus by asking, “What is Truth?” On the surface, Pilate seems the least likely character in this story to ask such a probing question. Why is the Roman prefect who is in charge of the province, a role that both symbolizes and is endowed with power, wondering about Truth? In a two-sentence exchange between Jesus and Pilate, John deftly frames the material and spiritual realms together, for our consideration. The Gospel writer seeks to shake us awake, to open our eyes to what is beyond our five senses. The subtext for Pilate’s unsettling question might be, “Even the oppressor senses a reality beyond us, where the doings of this world yield to something greater than we.” 

Part of what we commemorate tonight, in our devotional act of retelling The Passion, is the fact of Truth’s Transcendence, in particular the truth that Jesus knew, the Wholeness to which he bore witness. The manner in which he was put to death shook his community to its core, as it was meant to do. But, when the very circumstances of Jesus’ death are held up for scrutiny by his beloved community in order to be interpreted for understanding and for meaning, ultimate Truth is revealed. In this way, the Way of the Beloved Community, Truth is set free by the Spirit of Jesus, and lives among the people. More than two thousand years later, Jesus remains a central figure in world culture: the conversation surrounding him is alive and well. Pilate’s earthly power, and that of the religious hierarchy that Jesus faced, did not ultimately prevail. Our retrospective allows us to see that, in fact, it is spiritual power that prevails.

The difference between the power of Jesus and that of the status quo is made clear: neither Pilate, nor the religious leaders are free to look beyond the surface for the Truth. They can only see as far as Rome’s reach and authority, and the Temple’s needs. For what could be more disastrous to the status quo than the message Jesus bears? That God wants Compassion, not animal sacrifices; that God’s Love exists for the good of all, for the many rather than for the favored few. Jesus’ message implies radical change. And, those “at the top,” in charge and responsible for maintaining the status quo, are not having it. The religious officials and the state officials collude, and hide out behind the façade of their respective institutions as they accomplish what they deem necessary: to annihilate the one they see as most dangerous to “their way of life.” So now, we can see why it is Pilate who asks, “What is Truth?” He asks, because he is hiding out from the truth, even that which bubbles up from within. He is not free. 


But Jesus is completely free to witness to the Truth he knows. His remark to Pilate holds our attention: “Everyone who seeks the truth hears my voice.” It is an echo of his words to his followers earlier in John’s Gospel: “…If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free” (John 8:31–32, NRSV). Free. Freedom. On a deep level, we know what “free” means, and that freedom is the essence of what we seek. It is spiritual freedom that guides us unerringly toward the Center of our Existence, our All-Loving and Compassionate God. 

By contrast, to be “bound” is to be unable to see, or hear with our spiritual eyes and ears. It is interesting to note that throughout the Passion, there are references to barriers, hiding, and being unable to hear. Peter cuts off the ear of one man. The gatekeeper wants to know who Peter is; Peter “hides out” as he denies his association with Jesus.  Peter stands outside the gate until another disciple ushers him in. And even “inside the gate,” he hides: “I am not” he states. (Is this like when we deny that God lives in us? Our “I Am”?) He is not one of Jesus’ disciples, he says. The “people” stand outside the courtyard. The chief priests hide out behind the status quo. Pilate hides out behind the religious leaders. In each instance, those who want to hide find a way. It is easy to identify with them: they do not have what they need to testify to the truth. They are floundering in their earthly concerns, and are not free. In contrast, we see the transparency of Jesus: he is free, even to face, and to go toward, what he knows will be a terrible death. This is what takes our breath away about who Jesus is. Jesus’ spiritual freedom, gained through knowing his Abba God, makes him completely free to witness to what he knows as the Truth, and unable to recant anything he has said, whatever may come. It is what Jesus knows, his experiential knowledge of the Divine, and the Divine in him, that makes the difference, and makes him free. He has been given to know with every cell of his Being that God’s Love for all people is real, the truth. He cannot go back to a former “truth.” He has seen a new reality, and can do none other than bear witness to the Truth, and in so doing, face his accusers. This is the Jesus of our devotion, the one whose life calls us to account, and whose death we commemorate. Because we know who he was, we can do no other, for it taps into the greatest part of who we are, too. When Jesus says, “I Am” we know that the “I Am” lives in us, as well. We, too, are capable of a relationship with the Divine that manifests in us, and in our lives, as the truth of God’s Love for all people. 
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