“‘What Is Truth?’”

John 18:33-38a

“Violence is the ethos of our times. It is the spirituality of the modern world. It is accorded the status of a religion. Violence simply appears to be the nature of things. It is what works. It is inevitable. It is embraced by people on the right and left, by religious conservatives and religious liberals alike. Violence, and not Christianity, is the real religion of America.”

That is what Walter Wink wrote in his book Engaging the Powers. I first read those words almost 30 years ago when I was a seminary student, and those words and his book had a powerful effect on me. Those words have tormented me to this very day because I believe his words are more true today than ever.

Look closely at every religion, and you will find zealots and sometimes even moderates, on both the left and the right, throwing verbal hand-grenades at each other, distorting each other’s intentions, taking words out of context, violently attacking each other’s integrity. More and more often in our nation, we use words to batter and abuse our neighbor. Our world seems to be growing more and more angry and hostile toward anyone who thinks, votes, or acts differently from our understanding of truth, and I must admit that my emotions get sucked into this too. I think Wink is right; for many Americans, violence has become our presumed nature of the way the world works, our go-to method for resolving differences. And for some Christians, violence has become their true hope for redemption, the place in which they invest their trust in all life’s circumstances.
Walter Wink says that we cannot understand the religion of violence in our land unless we understand its roots, and he goes all the way back to the ancient Babylonians for the roots of our religion of violence. And he shocked me when he began talking about a religious belief of “redemptive violence.” Jesus taught the love of enemies. The Babylonians taught their execution. The Babylonians understood their lives through their creation stories, much as we do. And one of their creation stories went something like this:

Apsu and Tiamat—the two gods, husband and wife—created all that is. And they also created many lesser gods who were their children. But as the children were playing, they made so much noise that Apsu and Tiamat couldn’t sleep. So, they determined to kill their children. But the children got wind of this plan, and one of the children killed Apsu, the father of all things. Tiamat vowed revenge. So, the other children gathered in terror and selected one from among them—the youngest, their warrior brother, Marduk. And Marduk agreed to end the chaos, but he said that the price would be great. “I must be made ruler of all things,” said their violent brother. And all the other children gods agreed.

So, Marduk laid a trap and caught Tiamat, the mother of all things, in a great net. And Marduk brutally killed his mother and then stretched her body out to its full length. And from this murdered corpse, our universe was formed. And the blood of the gods was flung onto the earth, creating human beings. So, according to the ancient Babylonians, our universe and humanity were by-products of violence. 
That is the creation story according to Babylon, and this is the world view out of which they lived and modeled their lives. The true essence of creation for the ancient Babylonians was an act of violence. So, from that understanding, evil predates good; therefore, evil is understood to be a fundamental part of our reality from the very beginning. Evil is the true nature of our existence. According to the Babylonians, our very origin as human beings is in violence, so killing is in our blood. The truth is, according to the Babylonians, humans are naturally incapable of ever living in peace with one another, so order must be violently imposed from above. And in this way, violence becomes redemptive. Because the truth is violence is what saves us from chaos. Violence, according to the ancient Babylonians, is what gives order to our world.

But Walter Wink argues that this worldview, the world view of redemptive violence, is not just something that lived in the minds and hearts of the ancient Babylonians. This worldview is in fact alive and well in America today. And Wink argues that, while it may be draped in Christian apparel and proclaimed with Christian jargon, the Babylonian theological belief in redemptive violence is the true heart of most religious belief in our American culture today.

In our scripture reading this morning, Jesus proclaims that he came into the world “to testify to the truth,” and that “Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to [his] voice.” To this statement, Pilate, in my opinion, sort of mocks Jesus’ claim by sarcastically asking, “What is truth?”

Ironically, Pilate asked the pivotal question of all human existence. What is the truth about the nature of the universe in which we live? And what is the true essence and nature of our creator? Is God good, or is God evil? Is God loving and compassionate and merciful, or is God actually vengeful, hot-tempered, and eager to punish? And what is the truth about human relationships, “Might makes right,” or “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you”?
It’s important to understand that “truth” is a major theme that is developed throughout the Gospel of John. In the opening chapter of John’s gospel, we hear that, in Jesus, God entered our world in human flesh, and that Jesus was “full of grace and truth.” In chapter four, Jesus speaks of God’s deepest desire and intent for humanity to worship God in “spirit and truth.” Truth is the central theme of chapter 8, and in this chapter, Jesus proclaims, “If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” And in chapter 14 Jesus reveals our path toward finding truth by proclaiming, “I am the truth.”
You see, if we seek truth in the words of scripture, we hear a very different story about the true essence of creation right in the very first story of the Bible. You see, according to Genesis, God created our universe in an intentional act of love. God looked over everything that God had created and found only goodness, not evil. According to the Biblical story, we were created in an act of love, not violence.

And believing this story to be the truth of our essence, Jesus lived his life truly loving his heavenly father with all of his heart, mind, and soul, and loving his neighbor as he loved himself. For you see Jesus believed that it is love, and not violence, that is redemptive. Jesus refused to meet violence with violence, and in the greatest act of love in the history of the world, Jesus willingly went to the cross and redeemed all of creation. That is the Good News that is proclaimed in the Gospel of John. And you and I are now called to proclaim that gospel message as well—the gospel of redemptive love, a love that holds us together in spite of our differences. And, boy, does the world need to hear that message today!

As God’s children called together as a church family, we are called to live according to our father’s true values. For you see, God calls us to love the world as we have been loved. You see, the truth about our faith is that Jesus loved us and died for us long before we loved him. Now we are called to do the same for our neighbors, and that’s not an easy task. Fortunately, we are not alone in this calling. For you see, just as God breathed life into the first human in the first chapter of Genesis, in John’s gospel, Jesus breathed into his disciples—he breathes into us—new life, true life, life in his Spirit. We are not alone in the ministry of redemptive love, for we are filled with the Spirit of Christ, the Spirit of love.
You see, the truth is that redemptive love is not something we create or just decide to do. Redemptive love is a gift. It is something we are taught, something we grow into, something we are inspired and empowered to be and do. Here in our father’s house, we are raised to be redemptive lovers of the world. It is a gift that the Spirit brings to us through countless sermons. Over time, redemptive love sort of gets into our bones through the hymns we sing and the words of our prayers. Redemptive love is fed to us at this table and sealed inside of us in the waters of our baptism. But, in order to receive the gift of true life, you’ve got to come to your father’s house every Sunday, again and again and again.
At the time of my father’s death, The Reverend Paul Rader was the Associate Pastor at my mother’s church, and I had lunch with Paul shortly after my father’s funeral. Toward the end of our meal and our lengthy conversation, he said to me that I was certainly my father’s son. He said, “It’s as if Fred Cagle were sitting right across from me.” What I think he meant was my values, my character, my views about truth and goodness were formed in the years I spent living in my father’s house. Through my life-long relationship with him, my father’s truth became my truth. And the same can be said about my mother’s influence on my life and character and values as well.
But here’s the point I’m trying to make. This is also the way our heavenly parent’s truth becomes the foundation for our life as well, and this is also how we receive the gift of love. As we grow and develop our identity as sons and daughters of our heavenly Father and heavenly Mother, as we learn God’s character and values, as we grow in our relationship with our heavenly parent, God’s love becomes a part of who we are. As we live and worship and grow here in our father’s house Sunday after Sunday after Sunday, we learn the truth about our nature, and we are empowered to become redemptive lovers.
My friends, it is not enough to become biblically knowledgeable or theologically wise or even financially generous. We are called, we are chosen by God to become human, truly human, to return to the true essence of goodness that was declared over humanity on the sixth day of creation. We are called to live in the truth of Jesus’ loving redemption. We are set free to live as God truly intended. As we listen to and follow the voice of our loving and redemptive Lord and Savior, we become redemptive lovers too. Brothers and sisters, love is the true nature of our God, and love is the true foundational value of his kingdom.
Let us pray:

Our Lord, we give thanks for the truth of your nature proclaimed in scripture: “God is love. And those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.” Help us, Loving God, to abide in your love, to be reflections of your love, to be redemptive lovers. Help us, Loving God, to live into the truth of your love that we might truly be set free. Amen.

David A. Cagle

February 28, 2021
Second Sunday of Lent
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