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 “Truly, I tell you, one of you will betray me, one who is eating with me.”  Such stark, 

truthful words from Jesus to his group of close and trusted friends.  That had to be an 

uncomfortable moment.  We can visualize the disciples looking at each other uneasily, thinking 

to themselves that surely Jesus was mistaken.  This is the “in crowd,” after all.  It’s only been a 

few days since Jesus rode into Jerusalem, welcomed by cheering crowds of followers, hailed as 

the One who had come in the name of the Lord.  Tensions are mounting with the Roman 

authorities, sure.  There are rumors that the established religious leaders are upset with Jesus’ 

teachings, with the way he has challenged their authority.  But someone gathered around this 

table, where they have come to celebrate Passover?  That doesn’t seem possible.  Who could it 

be?  “Surely, not I?” they each say to themselves.  Or maybe they whisper it to the person sitting 

next to them.            

 What does it mean to “betray” someone?  In our culture, we think of it as acting one way 

with someone and then behaving in another way behind their back.  Or, it can mean when 

someone tells us something in confidence and we repeat it to others who were not meant to hear 

it.  Betrayal is, in general, not a good thing.  But we cannot condemn all betrayal, right?  What if 

someone told us that they had committed a violent crime – wouldn’t we have an ethical 

obligation to share that information with law enforcement?  Or, if a friend told us that they were 

contemplating suicide – even if we had promised secrecy, that is a case where we need to at least 
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consider giving the information to medical personnel who can help the person.  So, we can make 

an argument that a betrayal is not always a bad thing.  There are scenarios where the lines are 

blurry, and we have to be careful.         

 “Betray” is used in these stories of Jesus’ passion in a very specific way.  I found it 

interesting that when I delved into the origin of the English word I learned that the translators did 

a really good job here.  “Betray” comes from the Middle English “be” which means 

“thoroughly” or “completely” and the Latin verb trado which means “to deliver or give over.”  

The Greek word used here, paradidiomi, means almost the exact same thing.  Sometimes 

translators have to get as close as they can to the meaning of an original word, but there is not a 

clear synonym.  This is the opposite.  The English rendering is quite accurate.  Furthermore, 

when you go back to earlier parts of the story to Judas visiting the chief priests and temple police 

and cooking up his nefarious schemes, it’s always the same verb used – paradidiomi.  So, Judas 

Iscariot’s plans, from the beginning, included giving his friend over to the religious and secular 

authorities who sought to destroy him.  That’s the betrayal we are talking about here – a serious 

breach of trust with long lasting consequences.  More than repeating gossip, more than engaging 

in petty drama.  Jesus knew, when he said it, that one of his friends intended to do something that 

would directly contribute to his torture and death.         

 “Surely, not I?” they said.  We say it to ourselves too.  And no wonder.  It is hard to 

picture ourselves doing something so sleazy.  We hope that in the same situation we would make 

a different choice than the one Judas did.  Again, though, Judas’s behavior was obvious.  We 

also have to consider the possibility that our actions and inactions betray Jesus in ways that are 

not so clear.  Remember, Jesus also said (at the end of Matthew’s gospel) that “As you have done 

to the least of these who are members of my family, you have also done to me.”  In that context, 
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Christ was speaking about feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, and visiting the sick.  We 

make a sincere effort to do those things in this community – I’m glad for that and want to affirm 

it.  At the same time, we all are aware that our work in the public realm is never finished. I know 

there are times when I lack the energy and the will to follow up on a situation of need or injustice 

– there are so many of them.  Without malice, sometimes without even a conscious recognition, I 

surrender my sisters and brothers to forces that, over time, can destroy them.  Poverty.  Hunger,  

Disease.  Violence.    On this Palm Sunday morning, instead of dismissing what Jesus says about 

betrayal with a “Surely, Not I?”, we are called to look hard at ourselves and say “Yes, you.” 

recognize the truth that we all have moments when we fail to live up to the values that Jesus 

taught us.  Not all betrayal is calculated or even malicious, but the result is the same.  Death is 

the result, as well as a failure to build the reign of Christ in our world now.    

 There is another thing that moves me about this story.  As uncomfortable as the moment 

undoubtedly was, Jesus’ sobering words are not where the narrative ends.  Even though he has 

acknowledged already that his betrayer is in the room, Jesus celebrates the first communion 

service and includes Judas in the ritual.  That is not an accident, it is an embodiment of grace.  

Even Judas Iscariot is not so far gone that he cannot be part of the table fellowship that binds us 

together as the household of God.  Perhaps Jesus is aware, before Judas even is himself, of the 

remorse and sorrow that Judas will soon feel because of his part in what takes place – the series 

of events that leads to Jesus’ arrest, beating, crucifixion, and death.  Judas has a heavy burden of 

guilt to bear, and I think Jesus is already trying to find a way to help Judas bear it, maybe even 

set him on the path to redemption.         

 You know, more recent biblical scholarship, including a gospel of Judas that was 

published in 2006 and a 2007 book on Judas by Elaine Pagels, suggests that there is more to the 
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Judas storyline than we had originally thought.  There is some evidence that Judas had to do 

what he did for the story to play out as God needed it to, and even that Judas was chosen for his 

ugly part of the mission because he was especially close to Jesus.  I’m not sure how I feel about 

those theories, and it’s unlikely that we can ever fully grasp every cultural, theological, and 

relational nuance from that time period.  I do believe, though, that Jesus envisioned redemption 

for all, and that in spite of their heated words, he still considered Judas part of his circle.  It must 

have taken great strength of character for him to look at Judas and say “This is my body, broken 

for you,” but he did it because Judas especially needed to hear it.     

 “Surely, not I?”  I get it that I fall into the trap of the betrayer.  But I also catch myself 

saying those words when I consider what Christ endured for us and what he has promised us.  

All of the horror that he faces in the days ahead, and that humanity willingly participates in – all 

of that occurs for our sakes.  God, through Jesus, took on vulnerability and endured pain and 

betrayal, so that we could begin to grasp the depth of God’s love for us.  “Surely, not I?” we say 

to ourselves.  Jesus must have created this meal for everyone EXCEPT me, because there is no 

way that with all my flaws and quirks and sins, I could possibly be invited.  The promises of 

forgiveness and redemption and a life after this one must be for everyone else, the ones who have 

it all together, but not for me.”  I wind up telling myself that story al lot, even though I know 

better.  So, in response to two versions of the same question this morning, I respond “Yes, you.”  

“Surely not I am a betrayer and a sinner.”  

 “Yes, you.”   

“Surely not I am invited, forgiven, and redeemed.” 

 

“Yes, you.”  And me too.  Thanks be to God.              
      


