Pilate and Truth 
(A personal ‘take’ on an old story…)

Characters:

Pontius Pilate, Governor of Judea

Vera, a young ‘intern’

Publius, Chief Press Officer

Legata, Governor’s personal lawyer

Victor, Chief of Staff
(Pilate’s ‘kitchen cabinet’ – in modern dress - are grouped around a conference table. Having been dragged out of bed at short notice, they look dishevelled and sleepy. Pilate himself sits at the head of the table, looking troubled. He is wearing a purple tie – a nod in the direction of the Roman empire he represented.  Victor stands just behind him and to the right. All have American accents. Victor should have a Southern drawl )
Victor: OK, guys. Listen up now! First of all, the Governor would like to thank you all for coming at such short notice to this – ah – limitation control meeting. (governor makes appreciative gesture)

Vera (in stage whisper behind her hand to Legata): He means damage limitation and crisis control!
Victor (crossly): Shush now, ya’all! Furthermore the Governor wants ya’all to know that he values your contributions more than he can say and that he doesn’t take your efforts for granted; no way!
Vera (whispering again): He means he’ll make it worth our while if we get him out of this mess!

Victor: Now, ya’all know about the unfortunate events surrounding the – ahem – tragic death of the Jewish agitator, Jesus of Nazareth. Ya’ll ‘ll be aware that this has not played out entirely satisfactorily vis-à-vis the Governor’s profile and, since the ramifications of those sad occurrences are still unfolding - in some rather extraordinary and plain unbelievable ways, I do hear tell – it’s incumbent on those of us here present to do all in our power to guide public perception of the events in such a way that the Governor’s hitherto fine reputation – and chances of re-election are optimally enhanced.
(Stunned silence of incomprehension)

Vera: Oh, you mean that these last few days have been a public relations disaster for the Governor and that he’s scared of losing his job!

Victor (looking menacingly at Vera): Moving right along with item 1 on the agenda: the press. Over to you, Publius.
Victor: Thanks, Victor. Well, I propose we go on the offensive. Play the law and order card; talk about public order issues; explain that firm leadership sometimes entails taking difficult decisions…

Pilate (looking up sharply): You implying, Counsellor, that it was me who made the decision to have this Jesus killed? ‘Cos it wasn’t - really…
Publius (embarrassed): Well, no, sir. Of course it wasn’t – really…
Pilate: Things haven’t been easy these last few days, I can tell you. I’ve been dealing with a lot of issues in my personal life…

Vera (Behind her hand again): Oh yeah, I forgot about his neurotic wife. They say she’s been having dreams again.
Pilate: No one could blame me for his death, surely??

Vera (out loud this time): I’m not sure the Sanhedrin lobby would agree with you there, sir.

Pilate: But they were the ones pushing for it, for Jupiter’s sake! I made it abundantly clear at the time that I was washing my hands of the whole business. They were the ones who wanted him dead. Not me.
Legata (clearing her throat nervously): Nonetheless, Governor, as your lawyer, I have to advise you that, legally speaking – none of here doubting your moral rectitude in this matter in any way (cries of’ No!’, ‘ No way!’ around the table) – legally speaking, using the strictest application of Roman law, since it was your signature on the death warrant, you are, so to speak – ah - responsible for his death…
(Silence round the table. Pilate looks crestfallen)

Victor (firmly): With respect, Legata, legal responsibility for Jesus’ death is not the point at issue here (Pilate looks more cheerful). It’s how to spin the fact, angle it, gloss it, that we’re here to discuss. Publius?
Publius: Yo! I think we ought to start with The Jerusalem Post.

Pilate (head in hands): No! Not The Post! Old Reuben is going to have field day with this one!

Publius (smiling nastily): Don’t worry, sir! I’ve got that one covered. He’s running for the Jerusalem Senate next year, so my source informs me, and I just happen to have a couple of scrolls up my sleeve: a record of his extra-curricular activities with certain unregistered Vestal Virgins, you might say…No, I think we can guarantee you a sympathetic front page there!
Pilate (smiling broadly): Outstanding work, Counsellor!
Victor: So that’s the press cornered – I mean, covered. Now, what about Rome? The Governor’s annual review is supposed to be with the emperor any time now.

Pilate (plunged into renewed gloom): Mars and Venus! What am I going to say? I’ll be sent to some barbarian land to build walls. I’ve just finished reading the recce reports about that northern land where the sun never shines – the one Tiberius is thinking of invading. They’re bound to send me there!

Legata: No, no, sir. Your contract specifically excludes you being sent to Scotland!

Victor (impatiently): Quite. I’m sure there’s no need to panic, sir – yet…We just need a good idea; a new strategy...
(Silence. Everyone shakes their heads and looks puzzled)

Vera (brightly): What about telling the truth, sir?
Others, all together (sounding horrified): the truth?!

Legata (as if suddenly getting the point): Telling the truth! Wow! It’s brave and risky, but I think I see where she’s coming from, Governor. You just explain that, in order to avoid public unrest and in line with the legitimate demands of the majority in the Sanhedrin, you had no choice but to sign that death warrant. It’s true, sir, in a way…

Publius: Yeah! After all, it was a genuinely popular move at the time – I’ll enclose a few cuttings from The News of the Roman World ‘Free Barrabas’ campaign. This is good! I like it! Let’s go with it!

Legata: I have to advise that I judge it a wise move, sir!
Victor (conclusively, turning to Pilate): You know what? I like it, sir!

Pilate (clenching fists in a triumphant way and then shaking hands all round): You guys! You guys are terrific! You know what? I’m comfortable with this! (Hitting table with fist to emphasize his point and adopting falsely sincere expression as if looking into a camera) We politicians ought to tall the truth! Let’s do it!
Vera (in bewilderment): Hang on! What about the rest of the story?

Pliate (sharply): whaddayoumean?

Vera: You know! About the body of Jesus disappearing; the sightings of him, alive, all over the place; all those glowing interviews with the friends who’ve spoken to him. They’re saying he rose from the dead, sir!
Victor (savagely): Unsubstantiated tittle-tattle!

Vera: But I’ve spoken to one of his followers! Look, all I’m saying is, you can’t just tell half the story!

(Victor nods silently to Legata who engages Pilate in conversation so that he doesn’t see what Victor is doing)
Victor (grabbing Vera viciously by the lapels): Listen, lady! Any whiff that this Jesus isn’t dead and you’re history. D’ye hear me? The Governor took a brave decision to have this guy executed. Period. End of story. He’s standing for re-election, for pity’s sake! If this resurrection nonsense gets out, his image gets ruined and our jobs are on the line. (Threateningly) Am I making myself clear?
Vera (pulling her jacket down) Very! (Defiantly) But what if it’s true??
Pilate (turning in time to hear Vera’s last words): You still harping on about truth, young lady?! I like you. You remind me of me at your age! But let me tell you something. In this world idealism has got to give way to political reality sooner or later. After all; as I always say:
All together (Pilate brightly, the others wearily, as if they’ve said it a thousand times before): What is truth????
