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WEDNESDAY

… the last lap …

For generations, The Wednesday in Holy Week has been called Spy Wednesday particularly in The Church of Ireland. This name comes from the departure of Judas Iscariot from the body of The Twelve to betray Jesus, literally to sell him, and to set in motion The Passion in the three days of what we call The Triduum. There is confusion around this for the ordinary reader because Judas is back again for The Last Supper, but I think the point is being made that Judas has gone out to do the deal – a deal, of course, which is his own downfall and one from which he cannot return. Judas perhaps is a Christian prototype of The Alienated Follower. Now there is no question that we have Alienated Followers right across and within the church. What are their characteristics? 
They are a recognized group of people. They seem to be people who had hopes of going further, of achieving more than the person who is the leader in their day and with whom they have significant issues that emerge gradually or suddenly. They trade in their own capacity for obstructionism at any price. The structure and the system move on because it has to; and the structure and the system move away from them without necessarily having any deliberate intention of doing so. They can no longer identity with the way it has gone; their anger blinds them to any place of belonging in it as it changes and as it has changed. They can no longer identify with the role they had carved out for themselves and they cannot understand how it is their fault. In fact it is not the fault of anyone. Fault has nothing to do with it. That is the wrong way to approach it. So they become entitled in their alienation. Anything at all that the leader of the day does is immediately and inevitably wrong. We all know these people. I certainly do. 
And so it moves forward. They go through the motions, of course. They drag themselves down and are determined that others should not flourish. In old-fashioned language, they feel hard done by. And they sure want other people to suffer and to pay for their unhappiness. Judas Iscariot is one such Alienated Follower. He followed Jesus, as many of us do, for a number of reasons, many of them contradictory, many of them ill thought through. But we learn discipleship on the hoof, on the way in preparation for the last lap. Activity kept him close and in line. Then the point came when he could no longer ‘believe in’ The Leader, so he became an Alienated Follower. The greater problem that regularly emerges is that rather quickly The Alienated Follower feels that she or he would be a better leader than the authorized leader. And so the fantasy continues and deepens and so does the toxic abuse that becomes so attractive. Maybe Judas simply had not taken in what we hear in St Mark 10.45: The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve and to give his life a ransom for many. 

I am less interested, however, in working out the motivation of Judas Iscariot the follower who is determined to annihilate Jesus the leader than I am in looking at how St John handles it. And this is where we are truly blessed by having different types of Gospel and in seeing Gospel as a theological interpretation rather than solely as a biographical narrative. Yesterday we were introduced by St Paul to Jesus as Power and Wisdom. Here, through St John, we see Jesus as Glory. Now if we remember well we have come upon Glory not all that long ago. It was in fact two Sundays back, Passion Sunday. The delay in the raising of Lazarus to the old life had the purpose of making possible belief in something bigger than this life as we know it: This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of Man may be glorified through it. (St John chapter 11) Here again in St John chapter 13 the motivation by which Jesus lets Judas Iscariot ‘at it’ is glory: When Judas had gone out, Jesus said, Now the Son of Man has been glorified, and God has been glorified in him. If God has been glorified in him, God will also glorify him in himself and will glorify him at once. (St John 13.32) 

I simply want now to draw a conclusion around a few points. The first is how Jesus deals with an Alienated Follower, perhaps the prototype of The Alienated Follower in early Christian times. He leaves Judas with his freedom; he makes it clear to everyone else that evil freedom does not nor can it prevent God’s glory. This is important for us to hear and know. The second is the relationship between light and darkness as expressed somewhat arrestingly in the words: And it was night. There is, in the mind of St John, a time when the darkness has a role to play. We probably never think of this in a world where a flick of a switch provides us with the entitled convenience of light at our fingertips. The darkness of creation did not snuff the light of birth but it has an essential role in the finality of death. As St John expresses it: And it was night. Creation and crucifixion grapple and wrestle with one another. What Judas does and what Jesus does with him and for him sets in train a chain of events that open for us and for creation itself a sense of salvation that we have never seen or heard before. We enter this period when we return to this most fascinating … last lap … tomorrow. But it took a lot out of the earthly and the heavenly Jesus. This is mighty clear for all who have ears to hear. 
St John 13.21: Jesus was troubled in spirit, and declared, Very truly I tell you, one of you will betray me.
