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What is Truth? A reflection 
on populism through the 
lens of John 18:28-38

Chad Rimmer

“Post-truth” was the Oxford dictionary’s word of the year for 2016 because 
of the way that exclusionary populist strategies were normalized in con-
temporary international social and political discourse. It seems as if the 
goal of honest deliberation has been supplanted by unreflective mobiliza-
tion, and to that end it is acceptable to neglect factual, critical analysis as 
a basis for open public discourse about the common good.

The psychological difficulty of processing twenty-four-hour news, 
coupled with the unfiltered, uncritical nature of social media, contributes 
to the post-truth nature of our context. In the book, How to save politics in 
a post-truth era,1 Ilan Baron suggests that what we need is a different kind 
of knowledge—I would say a different kind of wisdom—that helps people 
see through appeals to emotion and nationalist mythologies, in order to 
discern goodness or justice when they see or hear it. We ask how can we, 
as churches, contribute to deliberations about what is good or just if there 
is no longer a normative consensus about the Truth?

Of course, this problem is not new. In John 18, Pilate interrogates the 
high priests and Jesus in order to decide what constitutes justice in the 
case of the man from Galilee. Frustrated by a lack of evidence, he finally 
asks one of the most profoundly theological questions in the whole of the 
biblical corpus, “What is truth?” 

1 Ilan Zvi Baron, How to save politics in a post-truth era: Thinking through difficult 
times (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2018), 154.
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Before thinking about the theological significance of this question, 
let us look at the social-historical context of this passage. Based on the 
references to the destruction of the temple, and the frequent use of certain 
phrases, we estimate that this gospel was most likely written at the start 
of the second century of the Common Era, certainly after the destruction 
of the temple by Titus in 70 CE. This event was the climax of the populist 
revolt that struggled against the economic and military occupation of the 
Roman Empire since the disintegration of Hasmonian and Herodian dy-
nasties. The division of Herod’s kingdom between his sons, and Archelaus’ 
inability to govern the population, were the reasons that Roman prefects 
were established in Jerusalem. Pontius Pilate was the fifth prefect.

The Johannine account of the prosecution of Jesus reveals the complex 
relationship between the Roman government and the temple leadership, as 
well as the dynamic between religious and Roman law in the public space. 
Under Roman law, Judean leaders maintained the right to capital punish-
ment, even though the coincidental timing of the Passover celebrations 
led the High Priest to pass this particular judgement regarding Jesus on 
to Pilate. Realizing the political implications of this responsibility, Pilate 
sought to clarify the basis on which the High Priest declared a capital of-
fence. Pilate asks, “What accusation do you bring against this man?” In 
reply, the representative did not offer proof of criminal activity. Rather, 
he deployed circular logic that merely defended the traditional power of 
the High Priest to make a public charge, saying, “If this man were not a 
criminal, we would not have handed him over to you.”

Interestingly, this is the same tactic deployed by the court of the High 
Priest when Jesus defended himself in the previous verses. Annas ques-
tioned Jesus about the nature of his teachings. Jesus insisted on inclusive 
transparency, saying that none of his teachings were done in secret, and 
therefore the court was free to question his disciples or those present in 
the synagogues when he taught. The court police struck Jesus for daring 
to expose the exclusionary nature of the deliberation, saying only, “Is that 
the way you speak to the High Priest.” Jesus responded, “If I have spoken 
wrongly, testify to the wrong. But if I have spoken rightly, why do you 
strike me?” Jesus points to the need for justice to be deliberated on the 
basis of truth, not out of emotional deference to a leader based on national, 
ethnic or religious appeals. 

This legal proceeding reveals several exclusionary populist dynam-
ics. It is worth noting that Caiaphas, who served as the High Priest that 
year, is identified as the one who suggested “it was better that one person 
die for the people” (John 18:14). The religious leaders had a strong desire 
to appease the populist movements of the day, collectively referred to 
as Zealots, including Barabbas and some among Jesus’ disciples, which 
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culminated in the Bar Kochba Revolt of the second century. In order to 
appease or leverage the general anxiety of “the people”, the High Priest 
excludes Jesus’ truth from deliberation. In times of broad social, political 
or economic anxiety, populist leaders will often narrow the definition of 

“the people” in order to appease those who belong to the dominant culture 
and exclude the legitimate concerns of “others” from being addressed in 
traditional mechanisms for deliberating on matters of justice. But Isaiah 
(59:14) declares that “when truth falls away from the public square, righ-
teousness stands far off, and justice is turned back”. And, in light of this 
tactic to blur deliberations, Pilate asks, “What is truth?”

If we trace the Koiné Greek word for Truth, Aletheia, through Scripture, 
the Psalms (85:10) affirm that Truth is not only about facts, but it refers 
to the divine nature. Mercy righteousness, peace and truth are divine 
characteristics. Ephesians (4:21, 24) relates truth to the likeness of God 
that was in Jesus. And in the prologue to this gospel, the author writes 
that grace and truth came through Jesus. In other words, while the leaders 
struggled to discern the facts in that politically charged situation, Jesus 
was the fullness of Truth, revealed in the midst of that deliberation, and 
yet, somehow excluded from contributing to the discourse. Pilate asked, 

“What is truth?” of the very body in which Truth was reconciled creation. 
Here, Truth is not only recognized in a word spoken, but in the non-violent, 
creative and redeeming Word of God, embodied love that reconciles all 
creation into one (political) body. 

In his commentary on this gospel, Robert Kysar writes that ““Truth”, 
as Jesus uses it in this Gospel “means the whole of the revelation…it is the 
content of the revelation (i.e. God’s character as redemptive love) which 
is both the sanctifying power and the purpose for the consecration (com-
missioning) of the believers.” Kysar shows why this is important for the 
church’s agency. The Church, the body of Christ, is a political body, “a 
people” in the world. When the truth and truth-telling bodies are mar-
ginalized or disappeared2 from deliberations in the public sphere, the 
church can stand in physical solidarity with those who are excluded. In 
our assembly, we can publicly amplify their experience, and embody the 
indisputable fact of their being, and therefore their right to participate in 
public deliberation regardless of national, ethnic, gender or religious based 
affinity to the dominant culture. Wherever the Church publicly manifests 
itself as a people, willing to reconcile the politically, ethnically, sexually, 
economically and socially excluded into one political body of Christ in the 

2 As demonstrated powerfully in William Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist: Theol-
ogy, Politics and the Body of Christ (New York: Wiley, 2007).
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world, we can offer a vision of wisdom and a model of the fullness of Truth 
in the public discourse.

In the Gospel of John’s passion narrative, Jesus exemplifies this kind 
of political agency. When truth and justice were not realized in the public 
square, Jesus embodied them from the cross. Crucifixion represents the 
nihilistic power of the state to deny political participation. Capital punish-
ment ultimately cuts off the possibility of a body to be represented in public 
and has the psychological and real effect of disintegrating “the people” and, 
therefore, limiting inclusion. But, at that precise moment, when Jesus and 
his followers faced the nation’s will-to-power, he demonstrated the political 
agency that comes from faith. 

The ultimate divine will-to-life motivates faith that operates beyond 
even the limits of death. Therefore, faith provides an agency that goes 
even beyond rights-based discourse, which finds the limit of our ability to 
arbitrate justice at the point of death. Not even death could disintegrate and 
exclude that which constitutes the body of Christ. Even as he suffers the 
ultimate disintegration and exclusion from the public sphere, Jesus looks 
down at his mother and the beloved disciple standing in the shadow of the 
cross and redraws the lines of belonging. And, even after Jesus’ presence on 
earth, the body of Christ, continues to manifest itself as a reconciling com-
munion of bodies, regardless of race, ethnicity or gender. Where dominant 
powers that seek to disintegrate, disappear or disenfranchise bodies as a 
means to exclude them, faith motivates us to re-draw the circle to include 
their being and their voice to embody the fullness of truth. In the face of 
exclusionary populism, such is the political agency of a community of faith.

Thinking of Miroslav Volf’s writings on the redemptive nature of em-
brace in the face of exclusion3, when the church embraces the excluded, we 
witness to Truth in a fuller sense of the word. In the shadow of our post-
truth age, the Church is called to represent those bodies through public 
advocacy and in our social communities and liturgical communion—the 
abused, gendered, differently-abled, female, and children’s bodies margin-
alized by populist discourse. Gathering in public worship or embodying 
inclusive community is an inherently political act. In each act of faithful 
assembly, the church becomes a living, undeniable, diverse body in the 
world. When our charismatic leaders begin to deliberate about justice, and 
ask Pilate’s question, “What is truth?”, we can stand in the public space 
like Jesus, and reflect the image and likeness of God that is embodied in 
the reconciled body of Christ.

3 Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Other-
ness, and Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2010).


