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Truth and Power on Good Friday 
 
 

 
Every year, I am surprised by Good Friday. Or, surprised at myself on Good 

Friday. Surprised by the chills I feel when I hear the Passion Narrative, the 

hollow feeling in my stomach when I see the cross (as if for the first time), the 

way that every sadness that I have ever known finds expression in 

today/tonight’s mournful hymns.  

 

“Were you there when they crucified my Lord?” I feel like I was.  

 

What surprises me about all of these emotions—the fresh sadness of this 

day/night—is that, as Christians, we always know how the story goes. We know 

that Christ is crucified. We know what happens three days later. And yet, 

today/tonight presents itself as a new thing—a new opportunity to reflect, to 

grieve.  

 

As today/tonight’s reading of the Passion shows us, there are many characters 

in the drama of Jesus’ last breath. Each year presents a new opportunity to 

find ourselves among the crowds, the Roman authorities, the disciples, the 

loved ones weeping at the foot of the cross. And yet, the event stays the 



same—an objective reality, a moment in the story of our faith that we return 

to, again and again.  

 

Today/tonight, time stands still as we are drawn in to a defining point in the 

history of God’s journey with creation.  

 

John’s story of the passion reads like a novel. The plot moves with vivid detail 

from Jesus’ confrontation in the garden, through his judgment by Pilate, and 

finally to the cross. Incredibly human, relatable, moments shine through. 

Peter’s denial of his discipleship, Jesus’ request that his mother, Mary, be 

cared for after his death, the final moment when Jesus hangs his head and 

dies. The action is so quick, so full of drama and sadness, that it is easy to lose 

Jesus’ own words as our imaginations skip ahead in the telling.  

 

Throughout the story, Jesus makes powerful declarations about who he is and 

what he was sent to earth to do. These self-statements are found throughout 

the gospel of John—remember, I am the bread of life, I am the true vine—and 

remind us throughout the entire book, more so than in any other gospel, that 

Jesus is fully aware of his identity as God and human, and that he is in control 

of the events of his life.  

 

Today’s reading is full of those assertions—of Jesus telling us who he is. “I have 

spoken openly to the world,” Jesus tells the high priest. To Pilate, he says, “for 



this reason I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs 

to the truth listens to my voice.”  

 

Throughout the story we see Jesus clearly defined not only as a truth-teller, 

but as the Truth himself. He asserts to the authorities that throughout his 

ministry he has spoken honestly, transparently, and that his death will be 

honest too. Here, we see a reality that plays out all over the world: what 

happens when Truth confronts power.  

 

For us, this is a central tenet of our faith: that Truth must always stand up to 

power, that Truth itself is valuable, even when power crucifies it.  

 

I recently watched a film about the Truth and Reconciliation Commission—a 

task force established by Neslon Mandela shortly after the end of apartheid in 

South Africa. The Commission was a court-like body that identified victims of 

severe human rights abuses and then invited those victims to give statements 

about the reality of what they had suffered. In some cases, the perpetrators of 

violence were invited to give statements as well—to tell their stories of being 

abusers, of violating other human beings. Doing so could grant them amnesty 

from civil and criminal prosecution, although in most cases it did not.  

 

In establishing the Commission, Mandela recognized that in a far-reaching and 

intricate system of sin like apartheid, no single side was completely right or 



completely wrong; completely innocent or completely guilty. The Commission 

heard the truth of abuse and abusing from people in all corners of South 

African society.  

 

Mandela’s Commission has since been borrowed as a kind of model for 

countries all over the world trying to recover from atrocities. The genius of the 

Commission—the reason why it is considered a success—is that it valued truth 

above all else. Political maneuvers were meaningless, no person was more 

powerful than another. Thousands of people came before the Commission and 

simply told their stories, named their truth, and were listened to with respect 

in a way that honored their dignity. 

 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission is a contemporary example of truth 

confronting power in a tangible, significant way. And yet, the reality remains 

that the evil of apartheid did happen. Sin was committed. Lives were 

destroyed. Power is real, and its effect is far-reaching.  

 

But the counter-cultural claim of our faith—of the reality of the cross—is that 

Truth does not lose its value in the face of power. Even when power appears 

to win, truth will always go on to give life.  

 

Jesus told Pilate that whoever belongs to the truth listens to his voice, 

providing a powerful image for our faith. As followers of Jesus we belong to 



truth. Not, we belong to the right when everyone else is wrong. I don’t think 

that is what Jesus meant. But, we belong to the truth—to everything that truth 

is, that truth means.  

 

In Jesus’ own self-declarations, he shows us on this Good Friday that God is 

Truth. Honest, authentic, sure. And when we live our lives in truth—when we 

stand up to power by being true to our values, to our beliefs—we embody the 

image of God that was breathed into us at creation.  

 

I came to testify to the truth, Jesus says. Now it is our turn. What is your 

truth? How will you testify?  


