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In his book, Sunday Dinner: The Lord’s Supper and the Christian Life, United Methodist Bishop William Willimon offers a powerful testimony: “I’m glad Judas was at the table with him that dark Thursday night, and Peter and all the rest. For if they had not been there then, I don’t know how I could dare, my unfaithfulness being what it is, to come to the Lord’s table on Sunday morning.”
 Or Thursday evening. Especially this Holy Thursday evening, when we are again reminded of our own unworthiness and unfaithfulness.

I believe we have all been fascinated by the stories of the recent translation of The Gospel of Judas. I have read it, and can tell you it is difficult to understand and clearly Gnostic in its origins. It was written much later than the four Gospels with which we are familiar in the NT…perhaps somewhere around A.D. 150.

The Gospel of Thomas implies that Jesus and Judas were very close friends…that Jesus was closer to Judas than any of the other disciples, and entrusted him with significant “secrets” of the heavenly kingdom. But what has caught our attention the most is the claim that Jesus asked Judas to betray him so that he could take the leading role in freeing Jesus from his earthly body.

I’m not sure I am convinced by this, anymore than I was a number of years ago by a similar fictional account of Nikos Katzanzakis in his novel The Last Temptation of Christ. There Jesus asks Judas to betray him, much to Judas’ horror, because he is the strongest of the 12 disciples…the one most likely able to bear the pain of such an act of treachery.

I doubt we will ever know the absolute truth of what happened in those days leading up to Thursday night’s Last Supper, and Friday’s crucifixion. One thing we do know with some certainty is that, by Thursday evening Jesus was well aware of Judas plans. Yet Judas was not only “allowed” to be present at the table with the other eleven disciples, there is strong evidence in the New Testament Gospel accounts that he was reclining (seated) at the right hand of Jesus…a place usually reserved for the guest of honor.

Yes, Judas of Iscariot, the disciple we have come to call the Betrayer, was most likely on Jesus’ right that night—in the place of honor. Does that startle you? Does that offend you? Well, then, God and Jesus are being faithful to their continual pattern of startling actions and, at times, behavior that offends our sensibilities. Yet, a question remains: If Judas is given the place of honor at the Last Supper by Jesus, why?

Let me quickly suggest a major reason. Judas is the outsider in this group. The other eleven disciples are all Galileans. Judas is from Kerioth, a town in the southern regions of Judea. He is a Judean, and Judeans and Galileans usually don’t get along very well with one another. There is ample evidence in the Gospels that the rest of the gang didn’t think much of Judas Iscariot. Could it be that by placing Judas to his right—in the place of honor—Jesus is offering a sign of inclusion, and demonstrating once again his own and God’s limitless love? Also, Jesus obviously knew that, for whatever reasons, Judas had entered into the act of betrayal. Could he also have been offering Judas his own gift of forgiveness by putting him in the seat of honor? These may have been among the reasons Jesus made such an unusual decision.

I am less offended by this possibility than I am comforted by it. For I know how unworthy I am through my countless  acts of betrayal and denial to even come and receive at Christ’s table, let alone recline, sit, or stand in a place of honor. And yet I am invited to come by the One who offers here an abundance of grace. Most of the disciples would have given a great to have sat on the right—even the left—of Jesus that night in Jerusalem. But that honor appears to have gone to the most dishonored among them, and in that we may take hope. Even as we may be lifted by Frederick Buechner’s observation that, when Jesus came into his kingdom late on Friday afternoon, those he took with him on his right and his left, were thieves on crosses.

+ + + + + + + + + +

PRAYER

Loving God, hold us close so we may look at the depths of our souls and the agony of your Son and not turn away. Let the awareness of our own denials and betrayals lead us to the throne of mercy, where living water washes away our grief and fills us with abundant new life.

Holy God, open our hearts and minds to your confronting and healing Word. Bring us through this week to the glory of Easter and a risen Lord. Amen.

+ + + + + + + + + +
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