Scripture
Matthew 26:14-29

4 Then one of the twelve, who was called Judas Iscariot, went to the chief priests 1 and said, “What will you
give me if I betray him to you?” They paid him thirty pieces of silver. 1® And from that moment he began to look
for an opportunity to betray him.

170n the first day of Unleavened Bread the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Where do you want us to make the
preparations for you to eat the Passover?” 18 He said, “Go into the city to a certain man and say to him, ‘The
Teacher says, My time is near; [ will keep the Passover at your house with my disciples.’ ” 1 So the disciples did
as Jesus had directed them, and they prepared the Passover meal.

20When it was evening, he took his place with the twelve disciples,s 2! and while they were eating he said,
“Truly I tell you, one of you will betray me.” 22 And they became greatly distressed and began to say to him one
after another, “Surely not I, Lord?” 22 He answered, “The one who has dipped his hand into the bowl with me
will betray me. 24 The Son of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to that one by whom the Son of Man is
betrayed! It would have been better for that one not to have been born.” 2% Judas, who betrayed him, said,
“Surely not I, Rabbi?” He replied, “You have said so.”

26 While they were eating, Jesus took a loaf of bread, and after blessing ite1 he broke it, gave it to the disciples,
and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.” 2 Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he gave it to them, saying,
“Drink from it, all of you, 28 for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the
forgiveness of sins. 2°1 tell you, I will never again drink of this fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it
new with you in my Father’s kingdom.”

Many years ago I served with a clerk of session whose father was born in the 1920s or 1930s and who
died well into his eighties. His name was Adolph and I remember thinking at his service that this was probably
the last service for anyone named Adolph that [ would ever attend. Hitler and Nazi Germany’s destruction of
humanity ruined the name Adolf for awhile hopefully.

In the 1960s the poet Shel Silverstein wrote the song that became Johnny Cash’s biggest hit, ‘A Boy
Named Sue, famously recorded live at San Quentin State Prison. The song chronicles the unhappy life of a
young man whose father names him Sue and then deserts him, leaving him to grow up to defend himself
knowing that he is going to walk into many situations with the albatross of his name hanging over him. Finally
one day he runs into his father in a bar in Gatlinburg, Tennessee, and I wants to take all of his resentment and
anger and hard feelings out on his father rgith then. They scuffle for awhile and then his father begins to smile
at him and says this: And he said,

'Son, this world is rough

And if a man's gonna make it, he's gotta be tough
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I knew I wouldn't be there to help you along

So I give you that name, and I said goodbye

And I knew you'd have to get tough or die

It's that name that helped to make you strong’

Eventually this revelation leads to a reconciliation of sorts between father and son and Sue at least has some
understanding of his father’s perspective, but then concludes: ‘if I ever have a boy, I'll name him Frank or
George or Bill or Tom, anything but Sue.’

Equally rare is a parent who names their child Judas. Judas is pretty much nonexistent as a baby name
for the last 2000 years. Though the variation Jude, i.e. St. Jude, still exists occasionally. Unless you are the
subject of a Johnny Cash song, who wants to put their kid through that kind of torment and strife. In reading
about Judas’ betrayal of Jesus, there is some debate about the central motive. Obviously, money is a possibility,
and 30 pieces of silver would be a princely sum, but some argue that capitalism was not the root of Judas’
betrayal. It was actually disillusionment. Jesus was not the Messiah Judas wanted him to be. Judas wanted the
military conquest, the overthrow of Rome, and Jesus insisted on practicing a love and way of life that Judas
believed would never end Roman occupation and liberate his people. He betrayed Jesus not out of corruption
or love of money or jealousy but out of a sense that he was not the promised Messiah who would raise an army
and lead the armed rebellion. So he took what he could get.

What happens next is kind of the epitome and illustration of the kind of Messiah Jesus turns out to be,
inviting everyone, including his betrayer, to the table, to eat together and to share in the supper. And
immediately after the supper is over, Matthew tells us that the disciple who called Jesus the Messiah, Peter,
will deny Jesus three times and desert him and flee the scene. It is not just Judas. But we still name our babies
Peter.

At the beginning of the passage from John in chapter 9 earlier this week, Jesus and his disciples
encounter a blind person on their way to Jerusalem. ‘Rabbi,” his disciples ask, ‘who sinned, this man or his
parents, that he was born blind?” And Jesus offers this answer: ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was

born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him’ (John 9:2-3). I am not here to whitewash Judas



betrayal or to encourage new generations of parents to start naming their babies after him, but I do wonder if
we should acknowledge here that Judas carries out the will of God in this betrayal, playing his role and doing
what he has been divinely assigned to do for the same reason the man in John 9 was born blind: ‘so that God’s
works might be revealed through him.’ Theologian Karl Barth asks us to consider this: ‘Was it not Judas, the
sinner without equal, who offered himself at the decisive moment to carry out the will of God, not in spite of
his unparalleled sin, but in the midst of it?”!

To quote the Pharisees and scribes who mutter and complain about Jesus to anyone who will listen:

‘this fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” And here in Matthew, chapter 26, Jesus takes such an
epithet and accusation to its logical conclusion, welcoming and eating with the very sinners who will betray
him and deny him and abandon him.
When I was contemplating ministry, there was at least one person who tried to talk me out of it. Not because
they thought I wasn’t cut out for it or it was a bad fit, but because they thought churches were full of sinners.
He told me if Jesus walked into a 21%* century church today we would crucify him just like they did in the first
century.’ I couldn’t really argue with him.

Even today, we are still people capable of betrayal, denial, and treachery, and even today, we profess
that Jesus Christ continues to eat with us, break bread with us, and see more in us than our worst, even as he
suffers our worst. Every time we break this bread and share in this cup, we say, we proclaim Christ’s life and
death and resurrection until he comes again. And every time we eat this bread and share in this cup, we profess
that Jesus Christ eats with sinners and welcomes us, with the hope that God can not just work through any
good we may do, but that God can take our failures and our betrayals and our denials, and bend them toward
his will as well. As Joseph tells his brothers at the end of Genesis: ‘you meant it for evil, but God used it for
good.” God’s works are revealed, not just through the good we do, but God can take our failures, flaws, and

foul-ups, and work redemption through them as well.

! Karl Barth, CD 11/2, 503.



So as we gather at this table, may God take us as we are and work in us and through us but often times
in spite of us, to transform this world and us, rendering us closer to the beloved community we are called to be

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.



