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Acts 1:15-20
Today’s reading of the New Testament Lesson taken from the book of Acts bothers me more than a little bit.  So disturbing to me are the implications of this passage that I have trouble saying the traditional liturgical response to a scripture reading, “Thanks be to God.”  This text raises serious questions about the nature of God and the morality involved in God’s work of redemption.  
Strangely, of most concern to me in this passage is not the primary story that it tells—how, after the resurrection of Jesus, the church restored the number of Jesus’ disciples to twelve and why that restoration was necessary.  My interest goes to what, in the passage, was no more than a brief allusion, a quick reference, perhaps a throw-away comment, that is at most a sub-point in the main story—a passing reference to Judas.  Yet, I see in this sub-point a major issue relevant to the essential spirit and the fundamental assumption that guide our reading of all of Christian history and the nature of Christian ministry.  I cannot overstate the importance of the truth involved here for our lives individually and our church institutionally.    
Seven weeks ago, on Palm Sunday morning, I suggested to you that the Christian community always needs a Judas—someone to blame when something goes wrong, an individual to whom we can point saying, “It’s his fault” or “Everything would have been alright had she not messed up.”  In the course of that sermon, I shared with you my personal reflections on that stunning moment when Judas and Jesus met in the Garden of Gethsemane as two old friends facing each other for the last time.  Judas kissed Jesus.  Then, Jesus called Judas “Friend.” 
On that entrance day to Holy Week, as honestly as I could, I told you what the image of that particular interaction between Judas and Jesus did to me.  Great goodness, I remember saying, here is where religion becomes reality.  Here is where hypocrisy is exposed and authenticity becomes transparent.  The substance of our faith is not revealed in our confessions of lofty doctrines or through our speculations about the future.  The substance of our faith is made clear in how we treat our friends in some perilously pivotal moment in our own Garden of Gethsemane.  My reference to friends included those whom we betray and those who betray us.  The essence of Christianity, I observed, resides not in our views about the practice of 
charity but in how we respond to the kiss or handshake or pat on the back or nod-of-a-head or stare of desperation in the eyes of a neighbor toward whom we feel enmity.  In the final analysis, our identity as people of grace, our fidelity as followers of Jesus, comes down to the manner in which we treat people who have treated us most poorly.
The biblical text for the Palm Sunday sermon came from Matthew.  Implicit in that familiar narrative is the assumption that Judas had betrayed the Christ, though, you may recall, I held out the possibility that perhaps Judas had done what he thought Jesus would appreciate having been done and acted to assure a showdown in which the loving power of Jesus would become apparent to everyone and all would understand that the reach of the redemption of the Messiah had no limits. 
The biblical text for the sermon for today is from Luke—the author of the gospel that bears that name who also brought together the historical narrative that we call Acts.  Though, interestingly, Luke did not mention the death of Judas in his gospel narrative, in Acts he referenced the death of Judas at the very beginning of his story about the expansion of Christianity from a small Jewish sect in Jerusalem to a universal faith that, crossing one major barrier after another, spread around the world.  And, there, in Acts, Luke’s comments about Judas appear to contradict the commentary on Judas found in Matthew and the other gospels.  For example, Matthew told us that Judas committed suicide by hanging himself.  Luke wrote that Judas died as the result of an accidental fall.  Matthew depicted a repentant Judas who sorrowfully returned the coins he had received for guiding to Jesus those who captured him.  But, Luke portrayed Judas as having kept the money and used it to purchase for himself a plot of ground—indeed, the plot of ground on which he stumbled and fell to his death.
For me, though, the most disturbing contradiction between Matthew’s and Luke’s accounts of Judas is the one that evoked this sermon.  The gospel writer named Luke reported that in the preaching of the apostle Peter Judas’ actions toward Jesus were considered necessary for fulfilling the prophecy of Holy Scriptures and preserving the integrity of the providence of God.
Now, wait just a minute!  Think about this, please.  If God willed Judas to act as he did—if the actions of Judas were essential to the salvation of the world—why on earth should we assign guilt to Judas?  If Judas was carrying out God’s plan, as the text suggests, why not praise Judas for his faithfulness?
In a book of fiction that, frankly, I am not sure is worth your time in reading, Spanish author Javier Guerra attributes to Leonardo da Vinci a monologue on his masterful work of art known as The Last Supper.  “I needed a Judas,” da Vinci explained to a student interested in his work, “A man with evil stamped on his face, but not any evil.  I needed an ugliness both intelligent and awake that would reflect the internal struggle of Judas to fulfill the mission God Himself entrusted to him.  Because you’ll agree that without Judas’ treason, Christ would have never achieved his destiny.”  Now, is not that explicit statement of fiction close in content to Luke’s implicit suggestion about the role of Judas in Christian redemption?
Dealing with the description of Judas provided by Luke in the opening verses of Acts shoved me into a wrestling match with several questions.  It takes a really good person to be a Judas, does it not—I asked myself—a person who loves God enough to give up her or his own soul that others may have their souls saved?  So, did Judas do a good thing for a bad reason or did he do a bad thing with good intentions.  Or, as the writer of Acts somewhat implies, did Judas do a good thing for a good reason?  Did Judas, as a lover of God, selflessly take on the identity of the ultimate traitor in order to set in motion acts crucial to establishing Jesus’ identity as the ultimate savior? 
How we deal with such questions—in other words, how we react to Judas—to a great extent reveals how we understand Christianity and determines the manner in which we relate to failures, traitors, and sinners whether we consider those  categories as for other people or for ourselves.
For me, personally, this passage in Acts raises crucial issues about the nature of God and, subsequently, our understanding of how we best serve God.  Would the God whom we know most fully through Jesus relegate one person to the realm of evil in order to elevate other persons to the realm of redemption?  I don’t think so.  Imagine what such a view of God would do to the idea about God loving all persons equally.  Jesus revealed to us the God who cares even for a sparrow that falls.  Certainly, then, this God must care for a fallen Judas.  As I said to you on Palm Sunday, Jesus offered forgiveness to everybody, including Judas. 
Well, how should we deal with the confusion, if not outright contradictions, swirling around Judas in the writings of Matthew and Luke?  Keep in mind that the Bible contains several theologies, not just one.  Matthew and Luke provide us with two different theological perspectives—both well intended and each devoted to a commendation of God though each different from the other.  Matthew wrote of God’s capacity to bring good out of evil, life out of death.  In his theology, Luke sought to protect the divine nature so as to save God from any embarrassment.  Having identified Judas as one of the people whom God called to service, Luke had to explain what went wrong.  “Did the all-knowing God make a mistake?”  Luke could not leave that question unanswered.  This former disciple of Jesus wanted everyone to understand that whether Judas did God’s will in betraying Jesus or failed to do God’s will in betraying Jesus, God’s promise to provide for people’s spiritual wellbeing was secure and could be trusted.  
Luke’s observation can be stated another way.  Our mistakes will not pre-empt God’s will. The realm of God’s rule will come; God’s will will be done one way or another.
So, what difference does this interpretation of Judas make?  Is this sermon simply a foray into theologizing as meaningless as medieval theologians trying to answer the question of how many angels can dance on the tip of a pin?  Hardly!  In this sermon, we are engaging the central core of Christianity.
Let me summarize some of the truths involved in this discussion.  First, God did not manipulate Judas any more than God seeks to control us.  God respects people’s freedom and refuses to deny anyone the dignity of personal decision-making.  Whatever the motive of Judas, good or bad, neither Judas’ choice nor his action thrust him beyond the realm of redemption.  If the love and forgiveness made possible by Jesus were not available to Judas, God help all of us!  If there were no hope for him, there is no hope for us.  But such was not and is not the case.  God’s grace is without qualification or boundaries.
Second, the ways of God are often beyond the grasp of our wisdom.  For that reason, we best hold every one of our convictions with humility and refrain completely from passing judgment on other people even when we think we are dead certain that we know all about them. 
Third, we can do no wrong that pushes us beyond the reach of God’s love or places us outside the realm of God’s grace.
Fourth, here in the opening verses of perhaps the first attempt to write a brief history of early Christianity, we see clearly that this religion is about love and grace rather than about judgment and condemnation.  This movement of faith inexorably will cross one boundary after another so all who so desire—whether as the result of an initial choice or of a decision made in the wake of a devastating moral failure—(all) can be included as members of the beloved community.
Fifth, ultimately no person or movement is powerful enough to restrict the compassion of God or to eradicate the inclusivity of God.
In conclusion, I must say how interesting I find the public’s fascination with the discovery of the apocryphal manuscript called The Gospel of Judas.  To be sure, some quickly denounce the second-century writing in an effort to preserve the strength of their lethal judgment and harsh denouncement of Judas apart from the possibility of forgiveness, just as they enjoy doing in relation to others upon whom they look down as a part of looking up to themselves.  However, others are more open to the kind of new insights that can spring from interacting with that ancient manuscript as well as with the questions articulated in today’s sermon.  Actually, it is too soon to say what can be learned from this fictional second century gospel.  Not enough study of it has yet taken place.  
I would encourage you to not expect too much from the Gospel of Judas.  Typically this genre of ancient literature has not been all that helpful.  However, I am intrigued by the reality of the existence of this manuscript and by some writer’s desire to rehabilitate the reputation of or just to say a good word about Judas.  While some may see the whole thing as scandalous heresy, I tend to look at the effort as the scandalous tendency of grace that is so much a part of the gospel.  I never have understood why some people can only feel better about their faith and themselves by judging other people as evil.
Personally, I have no interest in making Judas or any one else better or worse than reality allows.  But, I must admit that when I first heard about the Gospel of Judas, one of my early thoughts was how great it would be to have a friend like the author of this manuscript—someone who despite knowledge of our weaknesses and failures wanted us to be affirmed and remembered as a child of God.  
Maybe I am just extremely weary of people who have to consider some individuals beyond the realm of redemption so as to feel better about themselves as being redeemed.  I continue to be bewildered by why anyone who knows Jesus, the God he enabled us to understand, and the tireless outreach of divine mercy would not want everybody, including Judas, to experience the love and grace of God?
That is the substance of truth and the spirit of existence that I find so crucial to be affirmed right up front in reading the history of Christianity, whether from the perspective of Luke or from someone else.  I commend to you an examination of Christianity that moves far beyond a mere chronicling of events to an encounter with the reality of the merciful heart of God revealed in the words of God’s Son, when with the dampness of a kiss of betrayal still on his cheek, he looked into the eyes of Judas and said, “Friend.”  It is in that spirit that the church expresses its greatest strength and offers its boldest ministry.  It is with such grace that we best embrace the Christ and represent God in our world.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, on this particular weekend anchored by a celebration of Memorial Day, we are more aware than usual of the cost of freedom.  We are grateful—immensely thankful—for people who whether with their guns, microphones, rhetoric, or writing have defended and strengthened our freedom.  We are nervous—on some days anxious beyond measure—because of the willingness of so many of our fellow citizens to give up this provision that has been preserved at such a high price.
Acknowledging that freedom is faith’s best friend and that liberty cannot be compromised minimally apart from being lost totally, we merge our expressions of gratitude to you for freedom with our recommitment to you to act as advocates for freedom, defenders of freedom, and patriots who refuse to affirm in the name of cooperation that which we recognize as decisions and actions antithetical to freedom.  God grant us the strength to endure the risk of liberty, courage to insist on the preservation of liberty, and wills of steel to oppose threats to liberty that we may continue to enjoy celebrations of liberty.
We pray in compliance with your vision for human kind, out of love for this great nation, and from a desire to live as individuals and as a government evocative of your pleasure.  Amen.
 
