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At first sight, there’s a relentlessness in Matthew’s version of the Passion, a profound
cruelty. The religious authorities are portrayed as without pity, ruthlessly self-
interested. The Roman soldiers too. Once Jesus is handed over to them, they strip
him and twist a crown of thorns for his head; they mock, strike and spit on him, then
take him away to crucify him. The passers-by are also merciless. They deride him,
shake their heads, refuse all solidarity: ‘You who would destroy the temple and build
it in three days, save yourself! If you are the Son of God, come down from the cross’.
And the two bandits crucified with him taunt him in the same way. Even when Jesus
cries out in utter dereliction, most of those clustered around the cross seem
untouched by his agony, concerned only to satisfy their curiosity: ‘Wait let us see
whether Elijah will come to save him’. Jesus dies without consolation and perhaps
beyond hope. It’s as if darkness really has covered the whole earth and there is no
way out for any of us.

It’s a marked contrast to Luke’s account of events, where even in the
suffering, even in the dying, there are glimmers of light. Women in Jerusalem who
weep for Jesus; the ‘good thief’ who recognises and responds to him from the cross;
and Jesus himself retaining the presence of mind to pray for those who crucify him,
‘Father, forgive them for they know not what they do’ and to die relatively
peacefully, ‘Into your hands, | commend my spirit’.

And yet, at a second reading, | begin to see there are glimmers of light in
Matthew’s account too. But rather than taking the form of kind words and moments
of fellow feeling, these glimmers are felt in the nagging awareness that something
isn’t right. The light that shines in Matthew’s darkness shows up in the suffering of

uneasy conscience, as restlessness and agitation.



Judas is the first to feel it. Within hours of having betrayed Jesus, he is said to
have repented and brought back the thirty pieces of silver he’s been paid. ‘He said, “I
have sinned by betraying innocent blood”’. Pilate’s wife senses it too. ‘Have nothing
to do with that innocent man’, she tells her husband, ‘for today | have suffered a
great deal because of a dream about him’. Which causes Pilate to take even more
seriously his own dis-ease. He’s already worked out the affair is a stitch up, ‘for he
realized that it was out of jealousy that they had handed him over’, and so he’s made
some attempt to save Jesus from the mob. But when this fails, he tries to quiet his
conscience by establishing publicly at least his own innocence. When he ‘saw that he
could do nothing, but rather that a riot was beginning, he took some water and
washed his hands before the crowd, saying, “I am innocent of this man’s blood; see
to it yourselves™'.

In the end, of course, none of this compunction changes the course of events.
Jesus dies, unconsoled and alone. Nor is unease felt by everyone. Despite their
scruples about taking ‘blood money’ for the Temple treasury, the authorities seem
unconcerned about actually shedding Jesus’ blood. The crowd too is portrayed as so
persuaded of the righteousness of their cause that they’re willing to back themselves
in for generations, in words that have been tragically used over the centuries to
justify an appalling history of Christian anti-semitism: ‘His blood be upon us and on
our children’.

What, then, is Matthew trying to communicate? Alone among the gospel
writers, he emphasises Judas’ despairing remorse, Pilate’s handwashing, Pilate’s
wife’s troubled dream. Alone among the gospel writers he emphasises not just the
innocence of Jesus, but the desperate yearning of others to preserve their
innocence, to regain the innocence they’ve lost. What’s this about?

At one level, experience shows that a concern to preserve or defend our own
innocence and to quiet our conscience is at the source of much of the world’s
trouble. If we can’t bear to think ourselves at fault, we tend to evade the truth of our
history, the impact of our actions, the ambiguity of our motives. We tend to lash out

at any who challenge our righteous self-image — as we see in the backlash against



indigenous Australians after the Voice referendum and in many other contexts. As
with Pilate’s handwashing, it can be our very obsession with maintaining our
innocence that leads us into compromise and untruth.

And yet at another level, it seems to me that the yearning to be innocent is a
sign of the radical human calling to be whole and undivided. Innocence is about
purity of heart and the freedom to be. It’s about having nothing to hide, nothing
repressed, no fear of exposure. This is the innocence Jesus incarnates. It’s expressed
by his undefendedness on the cross, his guileless honesty in the midst of the cruelty
and chaos of our world. In the light of his innocence, Judas and Pilate recognise the
depth of their own compromise. In the light of his innocence, they glimpse the
integrity to which they too are called.

And | wonder if what makes this so significant for Matthew is his awareness of
an even deeper miracle. For on Matthew’s account it’s not just that Jesus’ innocence
reveals untruth and guilt; it’s that it has the power to restore our lost innocence, to
bring us back to integrity, to wholeness, to freedom. In the story, at the moment of
his death, the curtain of the temple is torn in two. The veil that symbolises the
separation of holy and unholy, God and humanity, is rent. The tombs are opened and
all that has been buried, repressed, covered over is brought forth to be integrated
anew, made alive again.

For now, as we stand at the foot of the cross, it can seem as though the
darkness really has triumphed, as though Jesus has been wholly engulfed by the
falsity and violence of the world. But even here, even now, the gospel would have us
know that the power of truth, which is the power of God, is active in the world. It’s at
work in those who recognise, however dimly and reluctantly, that what has been
said of Jesus by his accusers is not true, that what is being done to him is not
deserved and cannot be justified. He is innocent. It’s at work then in their yearning to
become as he is. Innocent, whole, free. It’s a glimmer of light. And so, in a world that
feels now so profoundly disintegrated, so deeply compromised, so struggling to
know of truth, let us also look to him ... let us pray that the power at work through

him redeems us all.



