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	I have come to love the Gospel of John. I have mostly appreciated the gifts of the Narrative Lectionary. But I have really struggled with the choice to skip so many other stories, including the entire farewell discourse, to plunge us into the arrest, trial, and torture of Jesus for half of Lent. Three Sundays in a row. The Revised Common Lectionary reserves these texts for their appropriate context: the Triduum, or last three days of Holy Week. Then, it’s all about John’s passion narrative, which is the prescribed text for years A, B, and C.
	These are difficult texts, for many reasons. One deep concern is the way the Gospel of John talks about “the Jews.” I’ve raised this before, but said, “that’s a sermon for another day.” That day has caught up with me. While negative portrayal of “the Jews” is not a problem unique to John, it is especially glaring in this gospel. “The Jews” are mentioned 70 times, and usually cast as opponents of Jesus. We can explain why the Gospel itself isn’t anti-semitic, but the fact is, the characterization of “the Jews” in John’s Gospel has led to deep anti-Jewish rhetoric over the church’s history, and into the present.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.christiancentury.org/interviews/what-should-churches-do-about-treatment-jews-john] 

	The words we use matter, and language shapes our interpretation of the world. Even as we read these texts and offer the cautions against anti-Jewish interpretations, we have to recognize the power of the words themselves, as they are read. One corrective is to read “the Judeans” in place of “the Jews,” which is a more accurate translation, to boot. We could also avoid these texts altogether, though that would excise large parts of this Gospel, in particular. There are some other approaches we might take, and maybe we should. At the same time, it’s important to know how these words have shaped the past and present when it comes to anti-Jewish sentiment in the church.
	We need look no further than our own Second Helvetic Confession, written in 1561 by Swiss Theologian Heinrich Bullinger. There are frequent negative mentions of the Jews, often citing John’s Gospel, and then there’s this blatant statement: “we condemn the Jews and Mohammedans, and all those who blaspheme that sacred and adorable Trinity.”[footnoteRef:2] Adorable! There’s a long history in the church of blaming “the Jews” for the death of Jesus. Indeed, we can see John going to pretty big lengths to transfer blame from Pilate, the Roman governor, back to the Jews, who insisted on Jesus’s death. [2:  Book of Confessions, 5.019 in the Second Helvetic Confession] 

	Lest we forget, Jesus was born, lived, and died a Jew. Claiming him as our Lord and Savior does not make Jesus any less Jewish than he was. The same goes for most of the early church leaders. 
	Though Pilate was not a Jew, as Prefect, he had the power to appoint the High Priest. It is likely that the Jewish leaders who play such a prominent role in this narrative likewise enjoyed some favor or advantages for their willingness to cozy up to the Empire. The same was not true for most of the Jews or Judeans, who were still painted with John’s extra-wide brush. How would we like to be lumped in with the group of Christian leaders within the inner circle of the administration? Oh, you’re Christian? So you must think we should repeal women’s voting rights, and criminalize any non-heterosexual activity.[footnoteRef:3] You’re Christian? You must think the war against Iran is part of God’s divine plan.[footnoteRef:4] You’re Christian? You must believe that most of the world is going to hell.  [3:  https://www.cnn.com/2026/02/19/politics/douglas-wilson-pastor-pentagon-service-christian-nationalism]  [4:  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/mar/03/us-israel-iran-war-christian-rhetoric] 

	If you listen to the religious leaders who are closest to the halls of power today, you’ll hear all of the above, and more. These are incredibly powerful people who have many followers themselves. They have used their platforms, voices, and power to promote actions and policies so contrary to the gospel. They have pledged their allegiance to the one in the seat of political power, the one who rewards his friends, sees everyone else as foe, and ultimately cares only for himself. 
	These texts are also so difficult because of the graphic nature of the violence against Jesus. For those who want to see it, who want to amplify this aspect of Jesus’s suffering, it almost seems to inspire bloodlust. There have always been audiences ready, willing, and even eager to consume the spectacle of such violence. I’m not one of them, and I don’t get it. 
	Some might argue that it’s important because it doesn’t sanitize Jesus’s death. It’s so easy for us to go from Palm Sunday straight to Easter - or even skip the palms altogether and meet at the empty tomb. That bypasses the suffering and death Jesus endured. If we skip the gory parts, we can’t understand the full cost that Jesus paid. 
	Maybe we need to spend some time with the bloody details because it is far too easy to insulate ourselves from violence done to others because of our participation in and acceptance of systems of power and oppression. We are waging an illegal, immoral war, and carrying out illegal and immoral military actions around the world. Beyond the bombs and embargoes and attacks, our allies who are closer to the war zones are taking the shrapnel of retribution against our actions. Can you imagine if a girls’ school was bombed here? We would condemn the terrorists, and there would be all the thirsting for blood and revenge that we’ve seen before. 
	We might not be the ones outside shouting, “Crucify!” but our people are, and the powers that be are responding with deadly force. Blood is on our hands. If we ignore the violent truth, we’ll wonder, “Well, where did this come from?” We’ll just wipe it off and continue to turn away. 
	There’s another reason we need to attend to the violence in these stories. So many have experienced similar, unjust violence at the hands of the state or other powers. Jesus chose solidarity with the oppressed and suffering, and in doing so, he unmasked the evil behind it. Those who suffer do not suffer alone. They can find hope and comfort, knowing that the evil powers will not have the final say, and that death will not be the final word. For all who languish in the tomb of Holy Saturday, there is the constant reminder that Sunday will still come.
	The late theologian James Cone wrote powerfully about that source of hope and comfort in his book, The Cross and the Lynching Tree. We aren’t to the cross yet, but we’re getting close. The powerful religious leaders are calling for it, specifically demanding that Pilate crucify Jesus. Crucifixion was the preferred punishment for sedition or suspected sedition, precisely because it was so agonizing and so public. It was a tool of fear and intimidation, a warning to anyone thinking about stepping out of line. So was the lynching tree. Death by lynching was usually preceded by all kinds of torture. Bodies were barely recognizable. And like our passage today, they drew crowds of cheering and jeering onlookers. Hundreds - sometimes even thousands - would gather to revel in the brutality and violence. We can’t turn away from the reality of that violence, just as we can’t turn away from the violence leading to the cross. 
	These stories are important to tell. For those who are suffering, there is comfort and hope. For all of us, they unmask the evils being perpetrated within the powerful systems of which we are a part.
	Our passage today concludes the sham trial of Jesus - a drama in seven parts. Pilate keeps trying not to condemn Jesus. I imagine exasperation in the final question, “What? Do you want me to crucify your king?” He is silenced with the pledge of fealty: “We have no king but Caesar.” 
	Throughout history, there have been attempts to force Jews to renounce God and pledge loyalty to human leaders. There has always been a resistance. To hear a group of “Jewish leaders” offer loyalty to Caesar, without any kind of force or even prompting, is chilling.  It’s enough to silence Pilate, who surely doesn’t want to get on the bad side of the Emperor, either. 
	This weekend, millions of people across the country - even across the globe - will join in a “No Kings” march. We have no king - not even Caesar! We resist and reject the death-dealing Empires and systems of oppression. Now is the time. Or maybe we passed the time a long time ago. 
	We didn’t get here overnight. Jesus showed us a different way of life two thousand years ago. He unmasked the evils of death-dealing empire while affirming the power of God over them all. But we chose Caesar, and said “Crucify him!” Throughout history, God sent prophets to call us back to the ways of justice and peace. We keep killing them. We have tolerated and perpetuated injustice because it has benefitted us. Or it hasn’t hurt us too much. It’s the devil we know. 
	We want no kings, but we want cheap gas. We want no kings, but we want to protect our 401(k)s. We want no kings, but as long as we live in relative safety and comfort, we’re willing to tolerate a lot. But it’s never a balanced equation. We can keep on with things the way they are only if we ignore the bloodshed, violence, and cost of human life that drives the whole system. We cannot live with one foot in Caesar’s Palace and the other stretching a toe towards the kindom of God, but we get pretty adept at trying.
	As we move towards the cross, as our own death-dealing systems become more difficult to ignore, may we have the courage to witness to the pain and suffering, knowing that God is there. May the Spirit give us strength to follow Jesus, knowing where it leads. May our vision and hearts align with the Triune God, as we carry God’s love into the world. Amen. 	

