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“An Innocent Man”

“You brought this man as one who was perverting the people; and here I have
examined him in your presence and have not found this man guilty of any of your
charges against him.”

The Innocence Project works to free persons who have been wrongly convicted and
imprisoned for crimes they did not commit.  Founded in 1992 by Barry Scheck and
Peter Neufeld at the Benjamin N. Cardozo School of Law at Yeshiva University in
New York City, the Project works “to free the innocent, prevent wrongful
convictions, and create fair, compassionate, and equitable systems of justice for
everyone.”  Since its inception, the Innocence Project has used DNA and other
scientific advancements to prove wrongful conviction.  To date, the Project has
helped to free or exonerate more than two hundred people who, collectively, spent
more than 3,600 years behind bars.  The organization has led to the passage of more
than two hundred transformative state laws and federal reforms, and “continues to
fight for freedom, drive structural change, and advance the innocence movement.”
If the Innocence Project were present at the trial of Jesus before Pontius Pilate, they
would have immediately found major flaws in the accusations that were being laid
against him and would have demanded that he be declared innocent.  In fact, they may
not have had to argue for long, because when Herod sends Jesus back to the Roman
governor, Pontius Pilate assembles the leaders and the people and pronounces Jesus
to be innocent: “You brought me this man as one who was perverting the people; and
here I have examined him in your presence and have not found this man guilty of any
of your charges against him.” (Luke 23:14).  This is actually the second time that
Pilate has declared that Jesus is innocent; when the leaders of the people brought
Jesus before Pilate with the charges that “we found this man perverting our nation,
forbidding us to pay taxes to the emperor, and saying that he himself is the Messiah,
a king” (23:2), Pilate briefly questions Jesus and then declares that “I find no basis
for an accusation against this man” (23:4).  But the leaders refuse to accept this
initial ruling: “But they were insistent and said, ‘He stirs up the people by teaching
throughout all Judea, from Galilee where he began even to this place” (23:5).  When
Pilate learns that Jesus is a Galilean, he quickly sends him to Herod, the ruler of that
region, probably hoping to rid himself of having to deal with this volatile situation. 
Herod was at first very glad to meet Jesus, “for he had been wanting to see him for
a long time, because he had heard about him and was hoping to see him perform



some sign” (23:8).  But when Jesus neither answers him nor gives him the sign that
he desires, “Herod and his soldiers treated him with contempt and mocked him; then
they put an elegant robe on him, and sent him back to Pilate” (23:11).  
Pilate was probably very unhappy to see Jesus appear before him again.  This time,
in addition to the chief priests and leaders of the nation, the crowd before Pilate
includes “the people.”  Previously, the people had been supportive of Jesus (“Every
day he was teaching in the temple.  The chief priests, the scribes, and the leaders of
the people kept looking for a way to kill him, but they did not find anything they could
do, for all the people were spellbound by what they heard.” – 19:47-48).  Calling
together the people along with the leaders allows for the possibility that the people
may now either controvert or confirm the charge that the chief priests have brought
against Jesus.  But this time, whatever support existed among the people toward Jesus
has disappeared; after Pilate declares that “he has done nothing to deserve death” and
offers to flog him to appease the crowd, they join together in shouting “away with
this fellow!  Release Barabbas for us!” (23:18).  When the people join with the
leaders in calling for Jesus’ death, it becomes clear that it was the chief priests and
leaders who have truly “perverted the people.”  
Pilate continues to review the proceedings, still searching for a way to avoid
condemning this innocent man.  He has already examined Jesus and three times has
pronounced him innocent.  Moreover, Pilate had sent Jesus to Herod, who has
returned Jesus to him – an action that means that Herod did not find Jesus guilty
either.  Consequently, two judges have tried Jesus independently, and each has
declared that he is innocent, fulfilling the law of two witnesses in the Torah:

· “A single witness shall not suffice to convict a person of any crime or
wrongdoing in connection with any offence that may be committed.  Only on
the evidence of two or three witnesses shall a charge be sustained.” –
Deuteronomy 19:15.

Jesus is declared innocent by both Pilate and Herod.  Later, the thief on the cross will
defend Jesus’ innocence (“Do you not fear God, since you are under the same
sentence of condemnation?  And we indeed have been convicted justly, for we are
getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong.”
(23:40-41), and the centurion will declare after Jesus’ death that “certainly this man
was innocent” (23:47).  But the crowd rejects Pilate’s verdict; even his offer to have
Jesus flog does not appease them.  In rejecting Jesus, the true “son of the Father,” the
crowds call for the release of Barabbas, who Luke identifies as “a man who had been
in prison for an insurrection that had taken place in the city, and for murder”
(23:19).  Ironically, Barabbas’ name means “son of the father” (Bar’abba), but the



one they choose to have released is not the one sent by the Father as Saviour of the
very people who reject him.

Pilate addresses this angry mob again in the hope that he might still release Jesus, but
instead the crowd keeps shouting “Crucify, crucify him!” (23:21).  Crucifixion was
an extremely gruesome form of execution, favoured by the Romans and known to
have been practised also by the Hasmonean rulers in Palestine during the previous
century.  Three times Pilate addresses the crowd, three times he proclaims Jesus’
innocence, and three times Luke reports Pilate’s intention to release Jesus.  In the end,
however, Pilate will release another man and allow Jesus to be put to death and will
be remembered for all time when the church confessions that Jesus was “crucified
under Pontius Pilate, he suffered death and was buried” (Apostles Creed).  The
crowd keeps pressing Pilate with loud cries to crucify Jesus, “and their voices
prevailed” (23:23).  Pilate capitulated to their demand: “He released the man they
asked for, the one who had been put in prison for insurrection and murder, and
handed Jesus over as they wished” (23:25).  This moment will be remembered by
Simon Peter in his address to the people at Solomon’s Portico who were astonished
at the healing of a crippled beggar:

· “The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our
ancestors has glorified his servant Jesus, whom you handed over and rejected
in the presence of Pilate, though he had decided to release him.   But you
rejected the Holy and Righteous One and asked to have a murderer given to
you, and you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead.  To this
we are witnesses.” – Acts 3:13-15.

The story of the trial, conviction, and execution of Jesus is the story of injustice
committed against an innocent man, a situation that the Innocence Project would
certainly have addressed.  But the crucifixion of Jesus is also the fulfillment of the
prophecy that we hear in the words of Isaiah, who speaks of a Suffering Servant who
was unjustly tried and convicted, but whose death served the purpose of healing and
restoration for the people for whom he suffered:

· “Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases; yet we accounted
him stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted.  But he was wounded for our
transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that
made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.  All we like sheep have gone
astray; we have all turned to our own way, and the LORD has laid on him the
iniquity of us all.” – Isaiah 53:4-6.



The Suffering Servant Songs of Isaiah are the prophet’s contribution to the spiritual
quest for an answer to the question of how the tragic pattern of sin and punishment
could be broken and replaced by the wholeness that accompanies a hearty embrace
of God’s compassion and righteousness.  It revolves around the notion of a Servant
of the Lord whose surrender to God’s Will was so total that he took the consequences
of the sin of the community upon himself, even though he was innocent of any wrong. 
“The Servant is serving God’s purpose.  Not tragic fate, but obedience to the Lord
motivates the Servant to place no limits on self-giving love.” (Paul Hanson).

Jesus is recognized as this Servant when John the Baptist declares that “Here is the
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29); he identifies himself
as this Servant in his teaching to his disciples that “whoever wishes to become great
among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be
slave of all.  For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his
life a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:43-45).  Jesus had previously resisted the devil’s
temptations to follow paths that did not lead to Golgotha, but Jesus steadfastly resists
these enticements because he knows that his crucifixion – as unjust as it is – is in
keeping with God’s Will that through Christ’s death and resurrection we might be
redeemed and liberated from all that would separate us from God’s love that is ours
in Jesus Christ our Lord:

· “He has redeemed me, a lost and condemned person.  He has purchased and
freed me from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, not with
gold or silver but with his holy, precious blood and his innocent suffering and
death.  He has done all this in order that I may belong to him, live under him
in his kingdom, and serve him in eternal righteousness, innocence, and
blessedness, just as he is raised from the dead and lives and rules eternally. 
This is most certainly true.” – Martin Luther, Small Catechism.

The trial and conviction of Jesus before Pilate was scandalous, a grievous miscarriage
of any definition of justice; but the true scandal of the conviction and crucifixion of
Jesus “was not that an innocent man died but that he was killed in the name of justice
and faith, by people who believed they were doing the right thing.” (Barbara Brown
Taylor).  For the religious leaders, Jesus was an agitator who they believed was
inciting a revolution and threatening their relationship with the Roman authorities. 
For Pilate, any threat to the peace in his region was a threat to his position and status
with his Roman superiors.  Even though he was convinced of Jesus’ innocence, Pilate
acquiesced to the demands of the crowd: “There was no sense defending one man if
it enraged everyone else.  He was stuck between a rock and a hard place.  He was



just doing his job.  ‘The did away with God in the name of peace and quietness’
writes the British author Dorothy Sayers.” (Taylor).
There is no doubt that an innocent man was crucified at Golgotha on Good Friday;
yet if the Innocence Project had sought to intervene on his behalf Jesus probably
would have rejected their assistance.  If Jesus has desired to spare himself the agonies
of crucifixion he has the ability to do so; yet even though he was “fully God, begotten
of the Father in eternity” (Small Catechism) and could have easily given into the
crowds taunts to “save himself if he is the Messiah of God” (23:35), Jesus chooses
instead to “not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied
himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.  And being found
in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even
death on a cross.” (Philippians 2:7-8).  He fulfills his mission as Saviour and
Redeemer of God’s people not as a mighty warrior king but as one who is lifted up
on the Cross so that he might transform that means of death into the instrument
through which we receive forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation through our baptism
into Christ’s death and resurrection.  “Thus Christendom began with the word of the
poor fishermen, and with the despised and disdained work of God, which is called
Jesus of Nazareth, nailed to the cross.” (Martin Luther, 1534).

· “The judgment of my sins revealed itself at Calvary.  Do I wish a separate, and
stricter, judgment to come upon everyone else?  Can I maintain such a wish as
the figure on the Cross looks at me?  No.  For in that look I am bidden to the
region where all is forgiveness and for which I have been invited to prepare
myself every time I have said ‘and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive
those who trespass against us.’  Not only have I not been asked to participate
in judging the sins of others: I have been offered the noble opportunity to join
my voice with that of the Crucified as he cries out ‘Father, forgive them.’” –
Thomas Howard.

An innocent man died on Good Friday so that all of us might be declared innocent,
freed from the bondage to sin and guilt, so that we might also be instrument of that
same forgiveness so that all people, having “been rescued from the hands of our
enemies, might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all
our days.” (Luke 1:74-75).

Amen.


