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John 18:33-39a                                                   Ruskin Falls, September 15, 2019
What is truth?                                                    Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

                                                                  14th Sunday after Pentecost

TEXT (NRSV)
Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked him, "Are
you the King of the Jews?" Jesus answered, "Do you ask this on your own, or did
others tell you about me?"  Pilate replied, "I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation
and the chief priests have handed you over to me. What have you done?"  Jesus
answered, "My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this world,
my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But
as it is, my kingdom is not from here."  Pilate asked him, "So you are a king?" Jesus
answered, "You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into the
world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice." 
Pilate asked him, "What is truth?"

(1)
“For this I was born,” says Jesus, “for this I came into the world: to testify to the truth.” And
Pilate replies, “What is truth?” 

Pilate isn’t actually looking for a conversation with Jesus regarding the truth question. Rather,
Pilate is scoffing at Jesus’s talk of truth. Pilate is jeering at the truth question.

You see, Pilate is preoccupied to the hilt with the kingdoms of this world and the pursuit of his
practical self-interests. He’s thrown himself into striving for political power, societal security, and
personal possessions. He’s thrown himself into winning friends and influencing people, and into
doing things that bolster his sense of self-worth in the world. Yet, as Jesus said, the truth that
he has come serving is not of this world but from beyond it. It has to do with this world, but it
didn’t come from this world. And, for Pilate, such talk is useless. He’s not going to waste his
time in a conversation with Jesus regarding the question, What is truth?  

(2)
I invite you this morning to do what Pilate didn’t, namely, let Jesus prompt us to ponder the truth
question. And I want to begin by reading aloud a line from a book that was written some 1,600
years ago. The book is St. Augustine’s Confessions. Augustine wrote this book as a prayer to
God that he put in writing so that others can listen in on it and, he hopes, learn from his
experience. He writes: “What do I want to say, O Lord, except that I do not know where I came
from into this mortal life or (should I say?) into this vital death” (Bk.I, Ch.6; Rex Warner translation).

Augustine is not asking what worldly events brought about his birth. He knows about sex; he
knows he was born after being conceived by his birth parents. Rather, Augustine is expressing
astonishment at the fact that he exists. He’s astonished that he and others have appeared in
existence as if out of nowhere, and are slated at some point to disappear and leave everything
behind. He’s astonished by the fact that there is a world, that there is a universe, that there is
anything at all and not, rather, nothing. Augustine is not trying to establish any facts about how
the world is, or how things have come to be the way they are within the world. He’s expressing
astonishment that there are facts at all to explain; he is astonished at existence itself. “I exist!”,
he declares, “Yet, the world can’t tell me why! We humans cannot, on our own, figure out where
life came from, what it means to be here, or what happens when we die!” 
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To be sure, Augustine finds it mind-boggling (and also amusing) to think about the fact that his
appearance in this world came about through an act of sex, and that he was, for nine months,
inside another human being’s belly. On the other hand, those are just the facts of life in this
world. That’s just how things are and how things happen within the world. All worldly facts can
be explained in terms of other worldly facts. Everything in the world is caused and affected by
other things in the world, and we are in position to figure out their connections. That’s what, for
example, scientists do.

However, there is a point at which science reaches the end of the scientifically knowable. For
example: Scientists can tell us a lot about how the universe and how our own planet came to be
as they are. They can tell us a lot about the building blocks of matter, and the ways of nature
and of human community and of the human psyche and mind. On the other hand, scientists can
talk only about how things are related to each other. They answer every question, Why? –
including: Why was I born? And why does the world exist? – in terms of other worldly facts.
They cannot tell us where nature came from to begin with, and, so, they cannot tell us where
human life came from, or what ultimately is to become of us. Confronted with questions such as
these, we stand before sheer mystery. We stand at the end of what we scientifically can know,
describe, and explain. We stand at the point where all that we ultimately know, in any ordinary
sense of the word “know,” is this: a while back, we appeared in this place we call our world; and
in a little while, we shall disappear into what we call death. To ask where all this came from to
begin with, to ask why there is birth and life and death at all, to ask about the ultimate truth
regarding our being here, is to find ourselves standing before impenetrable mystery. It is to
realize that we humans are able to ask questions that we are unable to answer.

(3)
It is still good to pursue scientific answers. It’s good to investigate and correctly determine the
makeup of our world and how things are connected, how they affect each other. If, however, we
stop at that – if we stop with what scientists can uncover and describe – if we stop with scientific
knowledge of how things are and how they’ve come to be as they are – we’ve stopped short of
ultimate truth. We’ve stopped short because, at the end of all our scientific knowledge, we
stand confronted by sheer mystery and our utter inability to know the ultimate truth regarding
why we’re here and what happens when we cease to be here. Scientists, for example, have
contributed greatly to our understanding of things in theorizing the history of the universe back
to a moment they call the Big Bang. Yet, what no scientist can track down is a final answer to
the question: What was behind, what was prior to, what brought about the Big Bang? At the end
of all that science knows, we meet with utterly unknowable mystery. 

Moreover, there is something eerie and strange about admitting that. It is eerie and strange to
have to acknowledge that something utterly unknowable is responsible for our being here and
for what shall become of us. Indeed, it is so eerie and strange that we tend to avoid thinking
about it. Our tendency is to turn away from the truth question and the mystery it leaves us
starring into. Our tendency is to do what Pilate did, namely: throw ourselves to the hilt into
pursuing perfectly practical worldly interests that distract us from worrying about the mystery
and about our ability to ask the unanswerable truth question. Note well, however: to the extent
that we turn away from the truth question, to the extent that we try to ignore the mystery that
does haunt all human life, we are living in denial. You could even say we are living a lie.

Of course, we can do that. We can spurn the truth question. We can act as if the mystery does
not matter to us. We can act as if worldly preoccupations give us all the meaning and purpose
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we need. We can act as if science gives us all we need to know about ourselves and our world.
Actually, however, as long as the reason for our being here, as long as the meaning of life, as
long as our destiny in the wake of death, remains shrouded in mystery, we don’t really know
who we are, what our world is, or what is to become of us. And that, in the end, is an intolerable
thought, an intolerable feeling, an intolerable situation. Indeed it feels a little crazy, a little
insane, to have to say: “I don’t know where my life came from, or what it’s really about, or what
happens when it ends.” That thought makes us uncomfortable, even anxious. We don’t want to
think about the mystery; we don’t want to think about the truth question; we don’t want to think
about how little we ourselves, on our own, really know about why we’re here.

(4)
Jesus, on the other hand, changes our situation radically. In Jesus, the mystery that we cannot
take hold of, takes hold of us; and the truth that we can’t grasp, grasps us.

You and I have no ability, on our own, to get to the ultimate truth of who we are, why we’re
here, what the world is all about, and what happens when we die. In Jesus, however, the truth
has come to us. In Jesus, the truth is reaching out through its veil of mystery to announce itself
among us and, through his witness, to speak itself into human hearts and minds everywhere,
declaring: “I am the Lord; I shall be your God, and you shall be my people!”  In Jesus, the truth
is at work revealing to us where we came from (namely: the goodness, grace, and love of
eternal God), revealing to us why we’re here (namely: to know, enjoy, and share in God’s own
life), revealing to us what awaits us in the end (namely: the glorious fulness of the goodness,
grace, and love of eternal God), and revealing to us what is ours to do (namely: to do God’s
goodness justice). In Jesus, the truth – the graciously loving goodness of eternal God – does
for us, what we cannot do for ourselves. It overcomes the chasm that otherwise separates us
from God. It lifts us into knowledge of true life, knowledge of the life of God’s truth. It teaches us
who we are, where we are, why we’re here, what awaits us in the end, and what, in the
meantime, is ours to do. 

Because it is in and through Jesus that the truth comes to us, one thing that is important for us
to do is this: work at learning Jesus! He is the true witness. If we are to stand in rather than
outside of God’s truth, then we need to study Jesus’s life and mission. We need to study the
Bible’s Old Testament anticipation of his coming and its New Testament recollection of his
having come. We need to strive to understand what Jesus called the gospel, and to discern
how it should lead us to live. We need to work at understanding what Jesus called the kingdom
of God, and what it means to prepare the world for its coming. We need to study church history,
that we might learn from and build on the efforts of Christians past, to follow Jesus aright. And
we need to study the world around us and what the world itself calls “knowledge,” so that, in
presenting the life-changing claims of the gospel to those Christ’s Holy Spirit draws us toward,
we may reach out to them with understanding, insight, empathy, compassion, and love.  In a
word:  We need to grow constantly better educated regarding both Jesus and our world, so that
we might better and better, in his light, see and help others to see where we came from, why
we’re here, what awaits us in the end, and what, in the meantime, is ours to do.

Let us, therefore, here at Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church, commit ourselves to seeing to it
that this place is and remains a place of such learning. Amen. 


