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Truth in a Post-truth World 

Each year the editors of the Oxford English Dictionary at Oxford University nominate a word 

that characterizes the year in a way no other word can. In a landscape blooming with new and 

previously unimaginable media platforms, 2016’s word was post-truth. The organization cited 

the ways that truth is now thought to be shifted and shaped by emotion, and the difficult task of 

pinning down truth in a world bustling with emerging communication technologies and constant 

production of information. 

In our gospel for Good Friday, we learn that perhaps “post-truth” is not so new after all. Indeed, 

we meet Pilate in a post-truth moment. Before him stands a man, Jesus, who has been betrayed, 

handed over to his enemies, arrested, and beaten. We sense that Pilate has a hunch this man is 

innocent, but his world of scapegoating and power games cannot recognize innocence or guilt or 

even justice: it simply screams for blood. “What is truth?” Pilate barks (John 18:38), not so much 

at Jesus but at the reality of the unfolding despair and cynicism around him, suffocating him. 

Pilate’s superiors in Rome would probably belittle him for thinking twice about executing a 

rabble-rouser like Jesus. 

This moment in John’s gospel is the story’s epicenter of despair. It is the epicenter of 

hopelessness and cynicism, the juncture at which the forces of death attempt a coup d’état 

against the forces of life. 

In the haze and trauma of moments like this it is easy to feel like truth is fleeting. Yet John’s 

gospel began with a reminder that Jesus is God’s true light, and that “the light shines in the 

darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it” (John 1:5). This is the word of truth that pierces 

us even in our most hopeless moments, even when Jesus’ words “It is finished” (John 19:30) 

seem so final. It is a word of truth we carry together into Good Friday, a word spoken most 

truthfully in our most despairing days of a post-truth world. 
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