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The High Altar Reredos at St Paul’s Cathedral, showing the confession of the Roman Centurion (far
right), ‘Truly this was God’s Son’ (Vere filius Dei erat iste)
‘Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked him: “are you the King of
the Jews?”’ (John 18.33) For Pilate there was no question that Jesus could not possibly be a proper
king. He certainly was not related to one of the local vassal rulers loyal to Rome; Pilate knew them only
too well. Herod and his siblings had been educated in Rome. They would have known and preserved
the proper courtesies, would have called at a more opportune moment and not visited him at the crack
of dawn as this caller did. Come to think of it, his caller did look as if he had slept rough that night; if he
had slept at all. True, he did come with an entourage. But the cohort of Temple policemen that
accompanied him were certainly not a guard of honour.
For Pilate’s caller early that Good Friday morning was a prisoner. He was bound, and the Temple
authorities sent him into the Roman military headquarters with a criminal charge of sorts: ‘if this man
were not a criminal’, they had told him, ‘we would not have handed him over to you’. When Pilate had
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tried to hand the case back to the Temple authorities for their judgement they told him that, as far as
they were concerned, this case was already settled: ‘we are not permitted to put anyone to death’, they
told Pilate. And the evangelist John fills in the gaps, and tells us that they were not permitted to crucify
anyone, only were permitted to put people to death for breaking religious laws, such as stoning
adulterers or heretics. Pilate’s early morning caller, then, was not a religious criminal, but was accused
by his captors of another crime altogether: ‘it was better for one man to die, than for the whole people
to perish’, the leader of the Temple authorities had reasoned when he had planned for this course of
action.
The charge was insurrection. The man whom they had captured had spoken much about the kingdom
of God, had told his followers what they needed to do to enter that kingdom. Only a few days earlier,
the prisoner had been accorded a royal progress into the city of Jerusalem: hailed by the crowds as
their King. The people of Israel had not had a king of their own for a generation. The offspring of Herod
the Great were loyal servants of Rome, not sovereign kings. Rather they ruled under sufferance. Rome
might not care about someone proclaiming himself the Son of God. They would take notice, however,
of someone proclaiming himself King of Israel. And so they brought their prisoner to Pilate, to be
interrogated.
And Pilate knew that this was no ordinary king. ‘Are you the King of the Jews’, he asked Jesus. Jesus
neither denied nor affirmed, but rather questioned Pilate on his sources: ‘Do you ask this on your own,
or did others tell you about me?’ Was it a Roman security briefing, or the charge submitted by his
captors that caused this extraordinary conversational opening gambit. And Pilate admits that it was his
captors who had briefed him, and dismissed both the questioner and the Temple judges: ‘Am I a Jew?’,
he sneered, ‘your own nation and the chief priests have handed you over to me on a charge of
insurrection. What have you done?’
And Jesus repeated his teaching, telling the governor of a distant emperor, Pilate, of another kingdom
with a divine ruler. A kingdom that is so alien to Pilate, that it seems to him to be from another world
altogether. ‘My kingdom is not of this world’, Jesus told Pilate, ‘if it were of this world, my followers would
be fighting to keep me from being handed over’. But since I am bound and standing in front of you a
captive, ‘my kingdom is not from here’, Jesus told his questioner. Who promptly asks a counterquestion: ‘so you are a king?’, he asks. And Jesus responds, ‘you say I am a king’, and again affirms
the purpose of that kingdom that is so incomprehensible to Pilate: ‘For this I was born, and for this I
came into the world, to testify to the truth’.
+
The essence of God’s kingdom is to bring liberty to all people. And the key to that freedom, that liberty,
was the truth of his teaching, Jesus had taught in the temple. ‘If you hold to my teaching you will be my
disciples’, he had told the people: ‘Then you will know the truth, and the truth shall set you free’, he had
affirmed. The key to God’s kingdom was to know the word and will of God, and to believe it to be true,
Jesus now told his judge. ‘You say, I am a king’, he told, ‘but I really I am a judge, who is able to set the
captives free’.
Pilate may have heard Jesus explain, ‘everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice’. But clearly
he did not understand the significance of what he had been told: ‘What is truth?’, he quipped. And for
the writer of this interchange it is clear that Pilate cannot possibly belong to the truth. He has no interest
in his captive, nor in what he regards as the squabbles between different Jewish sects. He has no time
for eternal truths, or kingdoms that cannot be defined in terms of legions and taxes. ‘What is truth?’, he
asks, and does not even wait to hear an answer. And it is in this frame of mind – shut to anything other
than what he expected to hear in the first instance – that he ultimately condemned Jesus to be crucified.
There is no final conversion for Pilate; no sudden insight, as for the leader of the cohort stationed on
Golgotha, that ‘truly this was God’s own Son’. Pilate’s heart is set as flint, hardened as the bedrock of
Calvary; though that, too, like Pilate, will ultimately be broken.
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The story of the king without a kingdom that stands at the heart of today’s celebration of the festival of
Christ, the king, is an invitation to us to open our ears to the message of the king who has been captured;
the sovereign whose throne is a cross. It is an invitation to look not at the might and power of Pilate’s
opposite but his teaching. Indeed, at the time of Pilate’s questioning him, Jesus has divested himself of
all worldly power: ‘my kingdom is not from this world’, he affirms, and points to his message as the basis
of his kingship: ‘I came into the world to testify to the truth’.
The truth that shall set us free. That truth would have sat uncomfortably for rulers like Pilate, whose
power was exercised by might; by crushing his opponents and silencing dissent. The truth of the king,
whose rule has overcome the rulers of this world, on the other hand, does empower and set free,
because it invites us to open our ears to listen – listen to Jesus, and his teaching, and to one another:
‘everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice’, Jesus told his questioner.
+
We live in a world where the values of the king without a kingdom that today’s festival bring into focus
are increasingly eroded. The truth that will set us free – the truth that can overcome unjust structures
of government like Pilate’s police state, his rule of fear, and that can topple even powerful empires – is
an uncomfortable one precisely because it holds up a mirror. A mirror in which we can discern only too
well the flaws of our own generation: the world’s desire for recognition, influence and power. A mirror
in which we see countless reflections of the crucified king without a kingdom in the tears and terror, the
blame and the bloodshed, the death and destruction of this age.
The truth that will set us free is the realisation that the powers of the Pilates of this world are worth
nothing at all unless they can hear the voice of the king without a kingdom and understand that the
answer to their existential questions – ‘what is truth’, ‘what is it that will set us free?’ – stands right in
front of them: Jesus is truth. The man who neither looks, nor acts like a king; who shuns power, and by
so doing breaks all powers.
The king who rules from the cross. Who, with his dying breath, prayed: ‘Father forgive, for they do not
know what they are doing’. And who, himself forgiving, bade the repentant captive enter that kingdom
without boundaries. ‘Jesus, remember me, when you come into your kingdom’, the one crucified at his
side prayed, having himself looked into the mirror of violence and punishment, of action and reprisal.
Who there, saw only broken bodies, pierced limbs and sides, and blood flowing freely from the wounds
of nails and spears.
And having seen beyond the kingship of might; and having recognised the kingship of brokenness, he
entrusted himself to the king without a land. The king, who by letting himself be broken, has taken up
into himself the brokenness of this world, and overcome it. ‘Fear not’, says that king who rules from the
cross, ‘today you shall be with me in paradise’. And he calls each one of us to hear this invitation, and
follow his example. Calls us to listen to his voice, and find in him the truth that answers all our existential
questions. The truth that will set us all free.
Now to him who loves us and has released us from our sins by his blood, who has made us to be a
kingdom, priests to his God and Father— to Christ our King be the glory and power forever and ever!
Amen.
© Andreas Loewe, 2018
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