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THIRD TALK
They themselves did not enter the headquarters of Pilate so as to avoid ritual defilement and to be able to eat the Passover. St John 18:28. 
When cultures meet, they can either clash or combine – or indeed do something of both. Here we have a very interesting and important commentary on what is happening within Judaism as St John wants and needs to depict it theologically. It is, of course, nothing new in our contemporary context. Ever since 9/11 of 2001 we have been living with this reality which we call the clash of civilizations. The Bush-Blair ambit and the mirage of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) have left us in a most peculiar place. Not only do we have the wilful humiliation of living Muslim prisoners in Guantanamo Bay by an utterly (to this day) unrepentant US soldier but we have the defilement of the Muslim dead by urinating on them, the unexplained burning of copies of the Koran, the premeditated murder of villagers in three successive houses by a rogue US army operative (with the dog being shot first in each case, to minimize the raising of the alarm). It is also now, as events in Toulouse have shown us on 19th March 2012, a world of lone-wolf jihadists. Such people are the second generation of Islamic terrorists who act on their own and are fuelled by a combination of jihadi websites and personal anger. The end result in the Toulouse tragedy was the death of the person himself (Mohammed Merah) and seven other people, three soldiers and three Jewish children and a rabbi. Ever since 2001 the clash of civilizations seems to be a rhetoric and a reality which are here to stay. The problem for us is that they bear no relationship whatsoever to the sort of international society which we once hoped globalization would bring. 

A rare moment of scruple is captured here for us by St John in that the Jews who are concerned to have Jesus done away with, themselves shy away at the ultimate meeting of religion and politics in the Headquarters of Pilate:

They themselves did not enter the headquarters of Pilate, so as to avoid ritual defilement and to be able to eat the Passover.

But as well as being a scruple of religion, this is a scruple of self-interest. It is to a different Gospel tradition, that of St Mark in the first instance, that we turn for the teaching of Jesus about pots and defilement and fasting and shewbread and King David and the Sabbath being made for man, not man for the Sabbath; that the Sabbath is a place and a time of God’s presence, goodness and healing. 

The person of Pilate is a perpetual puzzle for anyone who goes through the Good Friday experience. This is because in the person of Pilate we can find so much of the human person whom we do not like or feel we cannot love. The language we still use of washing our hands of something or of someone comes from the strong visuals of how Pilate did things. However, Pilate has become for us the definitive symbol of weak authority invested locally with ultimate power – a prescription which regularly works itself out world-wide day and daily with disastrous consequences. Continually, Pilate seeks to find a way to make the relevant Jews responsible for their own actions and desires. Continually, they thwart him and when he makes them an offer he feels they simply cannot refuse – they refuse, they accept Barabbas over Jesus the Christ. It is presumably for this reason that they goad Pilate into taking the responsibility for something which he never intended, and something which in all probability did not cost him much of a thought. He was at the end of his term of governorship, a far from illustrious career, finishing up in Judaea, what in diplomatic terms was the graveyard slot.

It is important for us, on Good Friday, to listen carefully to this complicated mime between politics and religion which is today playing itself out before us. Somehow, the battle does not seem to be so intense in contemporary Ireland any longer. From the perspective of government, the power of religion as an alternative force is something largely spent although still deeply resented. But either institutionally or individually we cannot be quite so sure that the struggle does not continue; the exercise of power in the context of protecting oneself is something quite unexamined in this chapter of John. In the lives of any today it also remains alarmingly unexamined too. It is a disturbing thought in the middle of Good Friday. 
