
elderly for the times, being in his mid 60s. It is said that he danced 
about the square prior to his ordeal forgiving his executioners for 
what they were about to do to him.

There are almost comic elements to this tale. It was said that the 
executioner had asked the Caliph what form of execution was 
required to which the Caliph had answered “anything” but which 
the executioner heard as “everything” thereby explaining his  use of 
so many forms of torture and mutilation in carrying out the death 
sentence. When Al-Hallaj was hung up, bleeding and at death’s 
door, it happened that the call for Friday prayers rang out and all 
those present left to attend the mosque, leaving Al-Hallaj in torment 
overnight.

A millenium later, the French scholar of Islam, Louis Massignon 
was to study and write extensively about Al-Hallaj. A Catholic 
convert himself, he was naturally struck by the intriguing parallels 
in the stories of Jesus and this Islamic saint. He viewed Al-Hallaj as 
a kind of Islamic Christ.

It is arguable, of course, as to whether Jesus and Al-Hallaj meant 
something similar in their statements “I am the truth” and it is 
unlikely that a modern person - prophet, saint or otherwise - would 
express themselves in this way. However, the statement does 
beckon each of us to enter imaginatively into the living experiences 
of these two men and perhaps find our own words for expressing 
some similar “truth” about “truth”.
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What is Truth? - The Two Stories
notes for a presentation to Filo Sofia, 7 feb 2012
by Anne Julienne

This famous and intriguing question “What is truth?” turns up in  
the relatively late Gospel of John, estimated by modern scholarship 
to have been written over a period from 90-120 AD (or CE). This 
Gospel is admired for its philosophical, theological and generally 
interpretative depth but it does fall short as a plausible factual 
account of events surrounding the life of Jesus, the founder of the 
Christian church with its highly influential viewpoints on the value 
and meaning of human life.

The question comes at the end of a dialog (from John 18:33) 
between Jesus and the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, who is 
judging his case to decide whether he is to live or die a painful 
death by crucifixion. At one point Pilate asks “Are you a king?” to 
which Jesus replies “You say I’m a king. To this end was I born, and 
for this cause came I into the world, that I should bear witness unto 
the truth. Every one that is of the truth heareth my voice.”

Pilate then replies with “What is truth?” and immediately turns 
to address a crowd of Jews saying “I find in him no fault at all.” Yet 
the crowd (no doubt with the complicity of Jewish religious leaders) 
decides to condemn Jesus to death.

The question has long been regarded as rhetorical, even skeptical 
or mocking, because Jesus seems not to have been given the chance 
to reply further. Pilate’s complicity in Jesus’ execution is also in 
question because, as Roman governor, he did have a final power to 
decide such matters and need not have handed Jesus over to the 
Jews. In any case, this powerful and dramatic vignette within the 
larger narrative of Jesus’ death and resurrection has long been a 
focus of philosophical and theological reflexion.
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Prior to this confrontation with Pilate and still within John’s 
account, Jesus had made other direct references to “the truth”. On 
the previous evening, just hours before this crucial interview, Jesus 
had dined with his close disciples for the last time in what came to 
be known as The Last Supper. At that time he announced: “I am the 
way, and the truth, and the life” (John 14:6). The group then went 
out to the garden of Gethsemane where Jesus prayed to God: 
“Sanctify them through thy truth: thy word is truth” (John 17:17).

Through these earlier quotes, we see that Jesus identified himself 
with the truth - “I am the truth” - as well as identifying the truth 
with “the word of God”. Indeed, in the dramatic opening verses of 
this Gospel, Jesus is identified with both God (Theos)  and the Word 
( Logos):

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God.
The same was in the beginning with God.
All things were made by him; and without him was not any 
thing made that was made.
In him was life; and the life was the light of men.
And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness 
comprehended it not. (John 1:1-5)

We see here strong echoes from the opening verses of Genesis, 
the first book of the Old Testament: 

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.
And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was 
upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon 
the face of the waters.
And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.
And God saw the light, that it was good: and God divided the 
light from the darkness. (Genesis 1:1-4)

Similar themes of creation as a decisive act of will and of light 
emerging from darkness occur in the two openings. The suggestion 
here is that “the truth” or “what is so” is determined by the will of 
God (or the Logos).

2

In summary then, it is worth considering the following possible 
answers that Jesus might have given to Pontius Pilate:

❖ I am the truth.

❖ God’s word is the truth.

❖ I am here to convey God’s word which is the truth.

❖ My word is God’s word which is the truth.

❖ I am God conveying the truth through my words.

Of course, all of these “answers” are, by today’s standards, the 
utterings of a lunatic. 

❖ ❖ ❖

We now come to consider the first (and last) of these responses as 
they occurred in a similar incident nine centuries later, this time 
under the God-infused rule of Islam and uttered by a man who 
would be remembered as a great Sufi saint though not to become 
the founder of a world religion as was the case with Jesus.

Mansur Al-Hallaj was passionate about religion, memorizing the 
Qur’an when a child and showing great devotion during his later 
pilgrimage to Mecca. He travelled as far as India and Central Asia 
and gathered many devoted followers. It might have been during 
those travels that he picked up the essentially Hindu idea of the 
identity of God and Self.

Al-Hallaj would enter into trances and during one of these he 
pointed to his turban and exclaimed (in Arabic) “Anā l-Ḥaqq” or “I 
am the truth”. However, since al-Ḥaqq "the Truth" is one of the 
Ninety Nine Names of Allah, this exclamation amounted to saying 
“I am God”.

As a result of this and similar disturbing behaviour, Al-Hallaj 
was eventually subjected to house arrest for 11 years and finally 
executed very cruelly, being first flogged, then his hands and feet 
cut off, being left “crucified” on a scaffolding overnight and finally, 
when discovered still alive the next day, being decapitated. Unlike 
Jesus who was executed in the prime of life, Al-Hallaj was quite 
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