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The Kiss of Judas I 
 

“Judas, betrayest thou the Son of man with a kiss?” 
 
They are haunting and troubling words. All of the Gospels 
identify Judas in one way or another as the betrayer of Christ, the 
grand paradigm in a way of all betrayal. Luke alone has Jesus 
address Judas with this telling question in the very moment of his 
being taken captive (Luke 22.48), a chilling moment of truth and 
its betrayal. Mark, with admirable economy of expression, has 
Judas simply tell the crowd “whomsoever I kiss, that same is he; 
take him, and lead him away safely.” Whose safety, we may ask? 
“And as soon as he was come [Judas] goeth straightway to him, 
and saith, Master, master; and kissed him” (Mark 14. 44-45). 
Matthew identifies Judas outright as the betrayer. “Now the 
betrayer had given them a sign, saying, The one I shall kiss is the 
man; seize him. And he came up to Jesus at once and said, Hail, 
Master! And he kissed him” (Matthew 26. 48-49). Only John says 
nothing about the kiss of Judas, though he is very clear about 
Judas’ betrayal.  
 

Luke gives us this most intimate moment of betrayal, a moment 
made ever so memorable by its intensity and its intimacy. It has, 
to be sure, captured the imagination of the artists, though 
depictions of the betrayal, like the crucifixion itself, are relatively 
rare at least in early Christian art. Apart from a few sarcophagi, 
the earliest artistic representation in a Church appears in Ravenna, 
Italy, at the Church of Sant’ Apollinare Nuova in a lovely mosaic 
dating to the sixth century. But perhaps the most arresting artistic 
representation of the betrayal is Giotto’s fresco in the Scrovegni 
Chapel in Padua (1305/6). In a way it has become iconic. There 
are other representations to be sure – by Duccio in Sienna, Fra 
Angelico in Florence, and, later in the sixteenth century, 
Caravaggio in Rome, to name but a few - all of which connect the 
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betrayal with violence as well. “Are ye come out as against a thief, 
with swords and staves, to take me?” Jesus says, (Mt. 26.55, Mk. 
14.48).  
 

There are representations in stone and wood and in stained glass, 
too, scattered among the Cathedrals and churches of Europe and 
beyond. But one could hardly say that there was an excess of 
artistic representation of this momentous scene which is such a 
telling moment in the life of Christ. There is, after all, a disturbing 
quality about such a theme. 
 

One of my favourites is a wood carving from the sixteenth century 
in Germany (now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 
York). It depicts Judas embracing Christ and kissing him while 
Christ holds up his right hand in the gesture of peace and blessing 
to all of us as he looks, not at Judas, but at us, the viewer. There is 
just that sense of disjunction between Judas’ action and Christ’s 
reaction. There is just that sense of divine compassion and 
forgiveness in the face of our betrayals of his goodness and love. 
Of course, it is Giotto who captures all of that best and in the most 
astounding way. In his portrayal, Jesus looks right at Judas who is 
kissing him. We are convicted in the moment of our betrayal. It is 
ever so powerful and moving. 
 

John in his theological way has Judas convict himself and be 
convicted by Christ at the last supper “in the same night that he was 
betrayed” (BCP, p. 82), a theme that is captured in varying degrees 
of explicitness in the other gospel narratives, too, but nowhere 
more fully, perhaps, than in John’s Gospel. With John, there is a 
kind of emphasis upon the betrayal of intimacy and friendship – 
something which we shall see in the larger witness of the 
Scriptures. At the last supper, Jesus says to the disciples, “truly, 
truly, I say to you, one of you will betray me.” This occasions some 
puzzlement and questioning to which Jesus replies, “It is he to 
whom I shall give this morsel when I have dipped it. So when he had 
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dipped the morsel, he gave it to Judas, the son of Simon Iscariot. Then 
after the morsel, Satan entered into him. Jesus said to him, What you are 
going to do, do quickly” (Jn 13.26-27). 
 

What is this about? It is a feature of the knowing love of Christ. 
He does not go to the cross unknowingly or unwittingly, like Isaac 
in the sacrifice of Abraham who is the unknowing but intended 
victim. Nor is he like Socrates in his embrace of his sentence, for 
unlike Socrates, Jesus does not and cannot, we might say, ‘drink 
the hemlock,’ take his own life directly, as it were. The crucifixion 
is sacrifice, not suicide. It is the strongest counter to the death 
culture of our age. We want power and control over all aspects of 
our lives and our deaths. We forget who we are. It is one of the 
forms of betrayal, a betrayal of God and, paradoxically, of 
ourselves and of the logic of redemptive suffering. 
 

The Gospel accounts of the kiss of Judas belong to the larger 
panorama of betrayal and forgiveness that has the beginnings of 
its shape and meaning in The Book of Genesis. The story of the Fall 
and the story of Cain and Abel provide two illustrations of the 
themes of betrayal and forgiveness.  
 

The Fall 
 

A betrayal of God in Christ, the story of the kiss of Judas actually 
begins with the story of the Fall, the archetypal account of our 
betrayal of God. Against the grand pageant of creation in chapters 
one and two, the third chapter of Genesis explains in mythic form 
the reality of our separation from God, from the created order, 
and from one another. How is it a betrayal? Because the created 
order is something known and grasped in thought and part of that 
created order is God’s commandment to the ‘Adam,’ to our 
humanity. The whole assumption of the first two chapters of 
Genesis is that the world is intelligible, that it shows, as it were, 
something of the mind of the maker. Our humanity is at once 
grounded in the created order as the dust into which God has 
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breathed his spirit and as the creature who alone is said to be 
made in God’s image. Humanity has a special role, too, in the 
created order; he has been given dominion over all of it.  
 

A loaded phrase, we misunderstand it if we assume that it means 
our dominance over the natural world as if it were simply dead 
stuff that exists for our manipulation and purpose. Such is an 
essentially modern outlook and one which we have more than 
enough occasion to be skeptical about in our present day. 
Domination actually recalls us to the Lord, the Dominus, to the 
will of the Creator, in other words. Human domination can only 
belong to the divine will and purpose. The ‘Adam’ – our humanity 
in general - is also given to name “every living creature”, a 
wonderful and profound act of intellection which suggests the 
way in which human knowing participates in the divine 
understanding of what God has made. Our naming enters into the 
meaning of “every living creature.” Yet, again, this cannot mean 
that the world and all that is in it is or exists simply for us. It is 
God’s world and our humanity is inescapably part of that world 
and part of it, too, intellectually and morally.  
 

What the first two chapters of Genesis do not give us is much of a 
sense of our self-consciousness. Chapter three reveals the 
profound Judeo-Christian and Islamic sense of human self-
consciousness that arises through division and separation, our 
division and separation from the truth of God. The story is at once 
the discovery and the betrayal of human reason in the form of 
disobedience. Through the Fall we discover the implicit basis of 
our own existence, even the discovery of our reason through our 
betrayal of what we have been given to know, namely, the 
essential goodness of the created order and therefore the essential 
rightness of the divine command not to eat of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil.  
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The story in its mythic form clearly shows the activity of human 
reason. The serpent, the most subtle of all the creatures, asks 
questions, questions which challenge and call into doubt what 
God has already said. The insinuating questions of the serpent are 
simply an aspect of human reason but as capable of contradicting 
the basis of all reasoning by disobeying God, therefore denying 
God, the very principle of our own existence. The creeping 
serpent, as John Donne puts it, has turned towards the dust and 
away from God. The creeping serpent in us is our reason as 
turned away from God, as turned downwards rather than 
upwards.  
 

The story of the kiss of Judas has its absolute beginning in the 
story of the Fall, the story of our betrayal of the truth of God in 
creation and, even more, of the truth of God in our own creation 
as being, in principle at least, intellectual and moral creatures. The 
story of the Fall gives greater poignancy and meaning to the kiss 
of Judas because it is about the denial of God. Such denials are 
betrayals because we are in contradiction with ourselves. “I 
renounce the blessèd face,” as T.S. Eliot puts it, “and renounce the 
voice/ because I cannot hope to turn again” (Ash Wednesday).  Luke’s 
account of the kiss of Judas recalls our renunciation of both the 
face of God and the voice of God in Jesus Christ. 
 

There is a further significance to the story of the Fall in relation to 
the kiss of Judas. It is simply this. We – all of us – are in the story 
of the Fall; we are in Adam and Eve or, to reverse it, their story is 
our story, they are in each of us in the story of our own lives. And 
so, too, by extension we contemplate in the story of the kiss of 
Judas what is at once potential and actual in ourselves.  
 

But the story of the Fall is more than mere condemnation and 
judgment. It marks the beginning of salvation history, we might 
say, the beginning of our learning and education which can 
ultimately bring us only nearer to the truth of God and to the 
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hope of redemption. There is a fall upward, we might say, a fall 
into reason even in and through all the tropes of division and 
suffering and death. In other words, the story of the Fall is equally 
the beginning of the story of divine forgiveness. The divine order 
of creation is by definition greater than our folly. Hidden in the 
curses, for example, is what later Christian theology calls the 
protoevangelium, a foretaste of the good news of redemption in the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ. God says to the serpent “I will put enmity 
between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he 
shall bruise your head and you shall bruise his heel” (Gen. 3.15); her 
seed is understood to be a reference to Christ, our redeemer, born 
of the new Eve, Mary. It signifies the idea that God does not 
abandon us to ourselves. As such it heightens the poignancy and 
the terror of the betrayal of Christ by Judas’ kiss, the betrayal of 
the redeemer which becomes an essential aspect of redemption; 
the idea that God alone makes something good out of human evil.  
 

Cain and Abel 
 

If the kiss of Judas means our renunciation of the face and voice of 
God in reference to the story of the Fall in Genesis, it must also 
signal our turning away from one another and, more acutely, the 
forms of our defacing or destroying one another. The story of Cain 
and Abel (Genesis 4.1-16) reveals the form of our betrayal of one 
another. We betray God and this leads, in turn, to our betrayals of 
one another. The archetypical story here is the Cain’s murder of 
his brother, Abel. It follows directly upon our expulsion from the 
Garden of Eden and places us in the fields of creation, upon the 
ground of the fallen world of human experience.  
 

“Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a tiller of the ground.” Both 
bring the fruits of their labours to God. “And the Lord had regard for 
Abel and his offering but for Cain and his offering he had no regard.” 
One is accepted; the other is not. In a way, this sparsely told story 
inaugurates the old, old story of sibling rivalry and resentment. 
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The Book of Genesis, starting with this story, is testament to an 
entire sequence of contests and dissensions between brothers, 
brothers who are often at enmity with one another. What is of 
moment here is Cain’s reaction to his brother’s offering being 
accepted. We are told that “Cain was very angry and his countenance 
fell.” We often wear our hearts on our sleeves. Our faces reveal 
our souls. This is pointed out to Cain. “Why are you angry, and why 
has your countenance fallen?” the Lord asks Cain, “if you do well, will 
you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is couching at the 
door; its desire is for you, but you must master it.”  
 

Already a certain aspect of the Divine is hinted at here. It is the 
idea of the divine knowing which knows our hearts and souls 
better than we know ourselves. Cain does not learn the lesson 
from what God says, for he immediately goes out into the field 
with his brother Abel and kills him. Why? we may ask? Because 
Abel’s offering was accepted and Cain’s was not? Yes. In the New 
Testament that idea will be further developed and named as envy, 
one of the most destructive of what will come to be called the 
seven deadly sins. Envy is about our resentment at the good of 
another, a resentment that leads to wanting to hurt and destroy. In 
this case, Cain seeks to remove Abel from the face of the earth, or, 
to put it in another way, to obliterate his face from the universe.  
 

And so begins the sad, sad tale of man’s inhumanity against his 
fellow man; the sad and bloody tale of murder and carnage, of 
war and destruction. And yet, in this story, too, there is hidden 
the germ of redemption. “The Lord said to Cain, Where is Abel your 
brother? He said, I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper?” In a way, 
Cain’s retort to God is impertinent and dismissive. It is itself a 
kind of denial of the idea of God as all-knowing. But the divine 
purpose here is to bring us to self-knowledge and to the greater 
knowledge of God. “What have you done?” the Lord says to Cain, 
“your brother’s blood is crying to me from the ground.” It is a powerful 
image. 
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It connects, I think, to the kiss of Judas in this sense. Judas betrays 
Christ to his face. He sees and hears Jesus and yet assumes that he 
can get away with it. It is a form of self-contradiction  and denial. 
The kiss of Judas is not only about turning away from the face of 
God in Jesus Christ but a denial of the human face of Jesus as well. 
A betrayal of God and man, we might say, even as the story of 
Cain and Abel plays out on the field of our humanity the same 
discord and division between God and man in the story of the 
Fall.  
 

Cain is brought to see and know his sin both in terms of his 
brother’s blood crying out to God from the ground, itself an image 
of an injustice suffered but known to God in his righteousness, 
and in the penalty that Cain receives. “You shall be a fugitive and a 
wanderer upon the earth.” But even more, “the Lord put a mark on 
Cain, lest any who came upon him should kill him.” In other words, 
Cain has to live with the realization of what he has done. He has 
to ponder his sin, his sin against his brother, for it is a sin against 
himself and against God, too.  
 

The kiss of Judas, particularly as described by Luke, captures 
these interrelated concepts: the betrayals of God and man, 
betrayals that are in our face, as it were. The divine mercy and the 
beginnings of the concept of forgiveness are seen in the way in 
which Cain has to contemplate his sin and the way in which he is 
protected. “If any one slays Cain, vengeance shall be taken upon him 
sevenfold.” There is in this the counter to the endlessness of the 
blood feud through the divine justice, a justice which is also a 
mercy. It opens us out to the possibilities of repentance and 
forgiveness but only if we are open to the face of God.  
 

The story of the kiss of Judas will be about more than betrayal and 
forgiveness; it will also be about the rejection of the possibility of 
forgiveness, a denial of the possibility of a kind of friendship 
between man and God and between one another. Such rejection 
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and denial is really a rejection and a denial of the scriptural 
accounts of the Fall and of Cain and Abel. The kiss of Judas brings 
out the deeper destructive power of our humanity to reject and 
deny the truth and power of God even when we are face-to-face 
with God in Jesus Christ. It will lead as well to a denial of the 
forms of fellowship that belong to the truth of our humanity. For 
the kiss of Judas will also be about the betrayals of fellowship and 
friendship.  
 

Duccio’s painting of the kiss of Judas, part of the Maesta altarpiece 
in the Cathedral of Sienna (1308-11), shows two distinct groups; 
those who have come out with swords and staves to take Jesus 
and surround him in the moment of the kiss of Judas, and a group 
of disciples who are drawing away from Christ and his captors. In 
a way, it points to what will be our theme next time: the betrayals 
of fellowship that lead to disorder and disarray. Yet, the divine 
forgiveness makes something good out of all our disorders and 
destructive disarray. The kiss of Judas is part of the pageant of 
redemption that brings us to the Cross and to the first word from 
the Cross. “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.”  
 

In Luke’s account, Jesus speaks to Judas face-to-face. Like the 
story of the Fall and the story of Cain and Abel, we confront our 
sins face-to-face in the encounter with God. Will we learn? The 
poet, John Donne, in one of his holy sonnets, bids us think about 
how we face judgment.  
 

What if this present were the world’s last night? 
Mark in my heart, O soul, where thou dost dwell, 
The picture of Christ crucified, and tell 
Whether that countenance can thee affright, 
Tears in his eyes quench the amazing light, 
Blood fills his frowns, which from his pierced head fell, 
And can that tongue adjudge thee unto hell, 
Which prayed forgiveness for his foes’ fierce spite? 
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He bids us look within and find there the image of the crucified 
and to think upon its meaning, to think upon the face and voice of 
Christ, the very things which Judas confronts in the moment of his 
betrayal in Luke’s account. The kiss of Judas compels us to think 
about how we look at God and Christ and how we look upon one 
another. It compels us to contemplate all the forms of betrayal in 
our own hearts. It does so in the power of God whose grace and 
forgiveness make it possible to face Jesus and to face ourselves 
and one another. There are our betrayals, to be sure, but there is 
the greater power of God’s grace and forgiveness provided we 
will open ourselves to it. It means letting go of our sin and folly. 
Then we may say with Donne about the image of the crucified 
that “this beauteous form assures a piteous mind.” 
 

“Judas, betrayest thou the Son of man with a kiss?” 
 
 

 
       Duccio, Maesta Altarpiece, Siena, 1308-1311 
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The Kiss of Judas II 
 

“Judas, betrayest thou the Son of man with a kiss?” 
 

The kiss of Judas marks the greatest betrayal, one that gathers into 
itself all of the forms of betrayal. Not least is the idea of the 
betrayal of brotherhood and fellowship, betrayals that are related 
to our betrayals of ourselves and God. In a way, those aspects of 
betrayal are captured best in the Old Testament story of Joseph 
and his brothers and in the New Testament story of the Peter’s 
betrayal of Christ. Both stories bring out the nature of betrayal 
and the prospect of forgiveness through contrition and 
repentance; paradoxically, the very things refused and denied by 
Judas himself.  
 

Giotto’s poignant portrayal of Judas’ betrayal has Jesus look 
directly into the face of Judas and speak to him. And yet, the story 
of Judas is about his utter denial of the face and voice of Christ; 
betrayal, yes, but also the denial of redemption, of the possibilities 
of forgiveness and mercy. That is, it seems to me the horror of the 
kiss of Judas. It shows us the fullest possible extent of human 
sinfulness – not only do we deny the truth of God but we persist 
in our denials to the point of willful destruction. Such is the end of 
Judas. And it serves as an object lesson precisely about lessons not 
learned!  
 

The stories of Joseph and his brothers and of Peter’s betrayal 
concern the matter of recognition. Joseph makes himself known to 
his brothers and they, in turn, confront themselves and the 
consequences of their actions. Jesus, “on the night in which he was 
betrayed,” is hauled before the High Priest and turns and looks at 
Peter who has just denied him. Powerful moments of recognition 
and repentance. It reminds me of another story. 
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Johnson was seventy years old. He decided, like many of the good 
people of the Valley, to alter his lifestyle completely in order to live 
longer. He went on a strict diet, a Lenten diet, we might say, if one 
were to be so religiously motivated as to seek a physical benefit 
under the guise of a spiritual discipline. He ran and walked; he 
worked out with true devotion. In just three months, and without 
the benefit of a bowflex exercise machine, he had lost thirty pounds, 
shrunk his waist by six inches, and expanded his chest by five. 
Pleased with the results of his make-over, he decided to complete his 
transformation with a haircut and a pedicure. Stepping out of the 
barbershop in Windsor, he was hit by a bus.  
 

As he lay dying, he cried out, “God, how could you do this to me?” 
And a voice from heaven replied, “To tell you the truth, Johnson, I 
didn’t recognize you.”  

 

Who are we that God should recognize us? How are we known to 
him and to each other? How shall we divine an understanding of 
who we essentially are? We are so good at deceiving ourselves 
and one another. We are so good at betrayal. 
 

But coming to terms with ourselves is not easy. It is often a matter 
of tears, “a broken and contrite heart, O God, thou shalt not despise.”  
 
Joseph and his Brothers 
 
Consider the story of Joseph. Joseph was the beloved son of Jacob 
by his beautiful wife Rachel. Rachel, the love of his life, only bore 
Jacob two sons, Joseph and Benjamin, in his old age, before dying 
in childbirth at Benjamin’s birth. Apart from Joseph and Benjamin, 
the sons of Jacob and Rachel, there were the other sons of Jacob by 
Leah as well as some sons from the handmaidens of both Rachel 
and Leah. These are the stories belonging to the origins of the 
twelve tribes of Israel; stories, too, that pit human presumption 
and desire against God’s will and purpose, as if God could be 
made subject to human folly and human ambition. Somehow the 
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providence of God is accomplished in spite of ourselves, even 
more profoundly, it is accomplished in and through our follies 
and wickednesses. 
 

Joseph, the story goes, had managed to become an annoyance and 
a nuisance to his other brothers, particularly since his dreams 
seemed to suggest his rule and power over them. As a result, the 
brothers conspired to get rid of him, casting him into a dry well 
and then selling him into slavery. Placing the blood of a lamb on 
his coat, they informed their father, Jacob, that Joseph was dead. 
Meanwhile, sold into slavery, he ended up in Egypt where, 
having spurned the sexual advances of Pharoah’s wife, he was 
nonetheless falsely accused and thrown into prison.  
 

While in prison, he came to Pharoah’s attention as an interpreter 
of dreams. Successfully interpreting Pharoah’s dreams, he was 
rewarded with the portfolio of Minister of State, we might say, 
and was put in charge of domestic affairs. In that capacity, or at 
least its Egyptian equivalent, he saw to the storing up of wheat 
and grain during seven years of plenty in anticipation of seven 
lean years. During those years of famine, the sons of Jacob, also 
known as Israel, came down to Egypt looking for food. So Joseph 
finally encounters his brothers who had betrayed him. What will 
happen? They are at his mercy. 
 

Through the device of a cup – the cup of divination? – the brothers 
are brought back to Joseph. What will he do to them? After all, 
they had betrayed him and sold their own brother, the beloved 
son of their father, into slavery. What will transpire? Revenge? 
No, instead, reconciliation, but only through the conviction of 
recognition. The cup found in their sacks serves as the instrument 
that brings them into Joseph’s hands and into his presence for 
judgment and mercy. The scene is exquisite in its tenderness. 
Joseph, unable to contain himself, reveals himself to his brothers. 
They are at once convicted of their betrayal of their brother and 
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yet are made to realize that God has accomplished a greater 
purpose through their evil. “I am Joseph, your brother, Joseph, whom 
you sold into Egypt. And now, do not be dismayed, or angry with 
yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to 
preserve life.” A powerful and eloquent narrative that has, in turn, 
inspired others, such as Thomas Mann’s narrative literary classic 
“Joseph in Egypt.”  
 
Peter’s Denial 
 
The story of Joseph is compelling and touching. It helps us to 
understand an even more compelling and touching story, it seems 
to me, the story of Peter’s denial of Christ. Luke is the master 
storyteller. At supper in the upper room, celebrating the Passover, 
the ancient ceremony that recalls Israel’s miraculous deliverance 
from Egyptian bondage, after Jesus had taken the cup, saying 
“This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is shed for you,” he 
adds that “the hand of him that betrayeth me is with me on the table.” It 
is, of course, Judas, but in a profounder sense, it is all of us. We are 
all the betrayers of Christ and the betrayers of one another in the 
sad and sorry tale of all our lies and deceits. Peter, in the course of 
the dialogue, protests his utter loyalty to Christ: “Lord, I am ready 
to go with thee both into prison and to death.” Jesus’ response was to 
say to Peter that “the cock shall not crow this day, before that thou shalt 
thrice deny that thou knowest me.”  
 

Luke proceeds to capture just that moment when Peter recognizes 
what he has done. And all because Jesus “turned and looked upon 
Peter.” 
 

What was that look? It is, I want to argue, the look of loving and 
infinite compassion which convicts us more surely, more strongly 
than anything else. It is the look of God’s love for us in the face of 
our rejection of him. If this will not move us, what will?  
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We are told what Peter’s response was to this look of Jesus. “Peter 
remembered the word of the Lord … and Peter went out and wept 
bitterly.” Such tears are the tears of repentance. They arise out of 
the recognition of the compassion of Christ for us. They are 
salvation and grace. We confront ourselves in the sad tale of our 
betrayals and deceits but, even more, we confront the love of God. 
The awareness is everything.  
 

“My dear lord/Thou art one of the false ones,” Imogen says, in the 
gentlest of rebukes to her husband, in Shakespeare’s play, 
Cymbeline. We discover with a kind of fall in our hearts that we, 
too, are the false ones. It is, actually, a fundamental aspect of 
Christian life signaled constantly in our liturgy in the confession 
of sins. For to know our falseness is the condition of our openness to 
grace and forgiveness. Lent would concentrate our minds upon 
these forms of recognition; Holy Week even more.  
 

The cup in the sack of the brothers of Joseph served to bring them 
to the recognition of themselves as his betrayers but, more 
profoundly, it gathers them into the mystery of God’s redemption 
of our humanity. Another cup, the cup of blessing, also serves to 
recall us to God’s recognition of us and ourselves as the false ones, 
like Peter discovering with a kind of fall of his heart that he has 
betrayed “his own familiar friend,” as the psalmist puts it. It reaches 
the height of intensity in the Passion of Christ. Part of the story of 
our humanity, it is wonderfully captured in a liturgical act that 
reminds us that love is stronger than death, stronger than the 
death of our deadly sins of betrayal. The betrayals of his love 
become the redemptive way of our entering into his love. 
 

And yet, the kiss of Judas leads to the refusal of contrition. There 
is remorse on the part of Judas, remorse leading to despair and 
desperation. Judas becomes the paradigm of unrepentant remorse 
that paradoxically serves to deepen our contrition and repentance. 
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In the mediaeval cathedral of Durham in northern England, a 
ritual known as the Judas Cup ceremony was instituted as part of 
the Maundy Thursday liturgy in the fourteenth century. It offers a 
stark and compelling image of the theme of betrayal. Following 
Holy Communion, a large cup or bowl called a mazer, known as 
the Judas cup, was placed before the monks. It was called the 
Judas cup “because the face of Judas was worked into its bowl so that 
when the monks drank from it they could see, as it were, the face of Judas 
looking at them and, in a sense, mirroring their own face” (Thomas 
Davies). We confront ourselves in these stories. They are the 
poignant spectacles of betrayal. We behold the Judas in each of us. 
Even more, we behold the pageant of divine love. And all because 
as Giotto suggests on Luke’s account, Jesus looks at Judas even as 
he turns and looks at Peter. At issue is our response. 
 

“Judas, betrayest thou the Son of man with a kiss?” 
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The Kiss of Judas III 
 

“Judas, betrayest thou the Son of man with a kiss?” 
 
There are kisses and there are kisses. One has only to think of the 
sensual imagery of the kiss to realize how profound the very idea 
of a kiss as betrayal really is. And yet, it takes the larger view of 
the biblical panorama in all its complexity, and, dare I say, 
confusion, to bring home to us the radical nature of betrayal that 
in turn can be so simply and yet profoundly captured in a kiss. 
 

The pageant of Holy Week immerses us in the theme of betrayal. 
In a way, it seeks to concentrate our minds on the ways in which 
we all participate in the kiss of Judas, the archetype of all betrayal. 
That may seem very distant and dismal, rather dark and 
disturbing, but the point is quite the contrary. Our being 
awakened to the awareness of betrayal in each of our hearts is the 
spring that catapults us into the freeing grace of Christ. The 
paradox is that we can really only come to that by way of the 
horrendous spectacles of betrayal. Two stories stand out in the 
Old Testament view of things that illumine so much of the later 
New Testament perspective. 
 

The two stories that I have in mind are the stories of the Levite’s 
Concubine and the story of David’s betrayal of God. The one is 
told in the Book of Judges, the other in the books of Samuel and First 
Kings. The story of the Levite’s Concubine is probably, I am afraid 
to say, completely unknown to you. It does not figure in the 
Church’s public reading of Scripture. You can only know it from 
your own reading of Scripture or perhaps from the odd and 
curious reference from some preacher, no doubt odd and curious 
too! And there is very little about the story in the older 
commentary tradition either.  
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The Kiss of Judas, on the choir screen, Naumburg Cathedral, ñ. 1240-50. Stone 

 
The Levite’s Concubine 
 
The story of the Levite’s Concubine is the most disturbing story of 
the whole of the Old Testament. It is at once complex and 
confusing yet quite compelling about the nature of a kind of 
inchoate form of betrayal, of betrayal avant la lettre in a way and 
yet as illuming après la lettre something of the deeper aspects of 
betrayal. The story appears at the end of the Book of Judges, a book 
which is buttressed by the telling theme that “in those days there 
was no king in Israel.” The idea of a king in Israel raises intriguing 
and compelling questions about authority. That the Book of Judges 
raises the question about Kingship in this way signals a kind of 
change and a problem. The problem is about how to give 
expression to our commitment to things spiritual and intellectual 



19 
 

– to God and the soul, as it were. The whole Book of Judges is taken 
up with the problem of how the people of God are to be governed 
and organized under the ultimate authority of God. In other 
words, how are the transcendent principles of the Kingdom of 
God to be translated into the practical life of the people of God? 
Ultimately, it is a question about mediation, the mediation of 
authority.  
 

In the Book of Judges, Israel is governed, so to speak, by a series of 
charismatic leaders who are called Judges. They are quite a 
collection of characters, strong-willed men and women such as 
Deborah, Gideon and Samson, for example. But there is 
something inherently unstable about rule based on charisma, 
upon the personal gifts of an individual, rather than upon the 
objective nature of the office of political rule. The whole Book of 
Judges points to a further feature of this unstable and unsettled 
period in the history of Israel, namely, an aspect of lawlessness in 
the people of Israel themselves. This is something which reaches 
back to the giving of the Law in the wilderness. The Law, in the 
form of the Ten Commandments, has to be given twice because of 
Israel’s disobedience. In Moses’ absence, they persuade Aaron to 
make the Golden Calf as the sign and symbol of their deliverance 
from Egyptian bondage when they were under the yoke of 
Pharoah, the God-King of Egypt, as it were. It signaled a rejection 
of God’s Word and Will objectively proclaimed in the Ten 
Commandments and objectively presented on the two tablets of 
stone; a rejection of God himself and a betrayal of the Covenant, a 
turning away from God and a turning towards the idols of our 
own hearts and minds. 
 

The challenge, explicitly stated in the Prophets, such as Ezekiel, is 
for the Law to be written not just outwardly on stone but 
inwardly in our hearts. It is a major part of the spiritual journey 
for each of us. The Book of Judges is part of the spiritual journey of 
Israel in the continuing discovery of what it means to be the 
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people of God, defined by the Law and coming to terms with the 
political forms needed to realize their vocation as God’s people. 
No story, perhaps, reveals more clearly the aspect of the 
lawlessness of the people of Israel. Not only was there no king in 
Israel but “every man did that which was right in his own eyes” which 
we may understand as being really the same as saying that “the 
people of Israel did what was evil in the sight of the Lord,” “serv[ing] the 
Baals,” the pagan gods of the Canaanites and “forsaking the Lord, 
the God of their fathers who had brought them out of the land of Egypt” 
(Judges 2.11), a frequently repeated refrain in the Scriptures of the 
Old Testament. It belongs in other words to a denial of the First 
Commandment, the Commandment which undergirds all of the 
Commandments. To put it bluntly, God is God. “I am the Lord thy 
God who brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 
bondage. Thou shalt have none other gods but me”(Exodus 20.2,3). 
 

And no story is more disturbing. It begins, even as the Book of 
Judges ends, with the words “in those days … there was no king in 
Israel.” A certain Levite had a concubine from Bethlehem who 
“played the harlot” as the King James Bible puts it or got “angry with 
him” as the Revised Standard Version puts it and returned to her 
father’s house in Bethlehem. Four months later the Levite, 
described as her husband, “arose and went after her, to speak kindly 
to her and bring her back” travelling with a servant and a couple of 
asses. The Levite is received with joy, enjoys several days of 
hospitality in Bethlehem and indeed is pressed to stay longer but 
late on the fifth day the Levite insists on leaving with his servant, 
his concubine, and a couple of saddled asses. They journey and 
come near to Jebus (that is Jerusalem) but despite the servant’s 
entreaty to spend the night in the city of the Jebusites, the Levite 
says that “we will not turn aside into the city of foreigners, who do not 
belong to the people of Israel; but we will pass on to Gibeah,” which is a 
city of the Benjaminites, one of the tribes of Israel. There is the 
sense that there should be greater hospitality and greater safety in 
one of the cities of the people of Israel.  
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They arrive in Gibeah and sit in the open square of the city, “for,” 
tellingly, “no man took them into his house to spend the night.” Only 
an old man, coming in from his work in the fields, takes them to 
his house and he is said to be from the hill country of Ephraim, 
another tribe of Israel, and was sojourning in Gibeah, the city of 
the Benjaminites. It is to be noted that the company of the Levite 
have “straw and provender for their asses, and bread and wine for 
themselves.” They are not looking for a hand-out; only a place to 
stay. There was, to be sure, no Super-Eight in Gibeah. The old 
man from Ephraim invites them in and provides for them.  
 

This is where the story gets ugly. While they are making merry, 
“the men of the city, base fellows, beset the house” demanding that the 
man, meaning the Levite, be brought out to them “that we may 
know him,” the reference is sexual and brutal. The old man 
remonstrates with them not to do this vile thing and violate the 
Levite and offers them  instead his virgin daughter and the 
Levite’s concubine in place of the Levite, his guest! “Ravish them,” 
he says, “and do with them what seems good to you; but against this 
man do not do so vile a thing.” We hear nothing about his virgin 
daughter only that the concubine is seized and “abused all night 
until the morning.” Then she “came and fell down at the door of the 
man’s house where her master was, till it was light.” In a most 
poignant image, she lies at the door of the house “with her hands on 
the threshold” where the Levite finds her when it is time to go. “Get 
up, let us be going,” he says, “but there was no answer.” She is dead. 
 

The story is horrible in every way from giving up the concubine to 
the rapacious desires of the men of the city of Gibeah to the sense 
of indifference about finding her on the doorstep with her hands 
outstretched. But it doesn’t end here. The Levite puts his 
concubine upon the ass and goes to his home where he takes a 
knife and divides the body of his concubine into twelve pieces and 
“sent her through all the territory of Israel.” Gruesome? Grotesque? 
In a way, I think, it is the lesson which the concubine teaches. The 
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lesson is Israel’s complete betrayal of God and of themselves as 
the people of God. “And all who saw it said, Such a thing has never 
happened or been seen from the day that the people of Israel came up out 
of the land of Egypt until this day.” Israel has to confront the nature 
of the betrayal of the law and of the common law of our 
humanity, as it were.  
 

The consequence of the sending of the body parts to all the tribes 
of Israel is a war against the Benjaminites for “the wanton crime 
which they have committed in Israel.” “The Lord” it is said, “defeated 
Benjamin before Israel” and the tribe of Benjamin is reduced to a 
remnant plus the men of Israel refuse to allow any of their 
daughters to be married to a Benjaminite, thus threating the very 
existence of the tribe of Benjamin who have to have recourse to 
getting wives through conquest from Jabesh-gilead and Shiloh, 
the one a city of Israel that did not join in the campaign to punish 
the Benjaminites, the other a Canaanite city.  
 

But the story is about the revulsion in Israel to the forms of its 
own lawlessness, in this case through the Benjaminites. It is a 
violent and grotesque story about human wickedness and 
lawlessness, a wickedness and a lawlessness within Israel. It is a 
story of the betrayal of the principles that define Israel’s identity 
as the people of Israel. A collection of tribes, each of whom have 
their own particular traits as celebrated in poem or song known as 
Jacob’s blessing in Genesis, they are properly defined by their 
identity with God through the Law. “Benjamin is a ravening wolf, in 
the morning devouring the prey, and at even dividing the spoil,” as 
Jacob’s blessing says, a blessing rich in ambiguity given the story 
of the Levite’s concubine ravished in Gibeah. 
 

The behavior of the men of Gibeah is abominable, an outrage in 
every way. It is not how sojourners or Levites or women are to be 
treated. It suggests too something of the callous disregard of the 
Levite for his concubine, hardly a pretty picture. It is a moral tale 
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that convicts Israel of her disregard of the Law of God. It is a 
picture of the wanton violence that arises when “every [one] does as 
is their wont” and “there is no king,” no ruling power, “in Israel.” 
 

The story convicts the conscience of Israel about the betrayals of 
the Law both outwardly and inwardly we might say. It shows the 
horrible picture of the radical disarray of our humanity when 
there is no law, no rule.  
 
David’s Sin 
 
How do we face our betrayals? No story perhaps is clearer and 
more direct on that account than the story of David. A beautiful 
and compelling narrative artfully told, the story of David runs 
through the Books of Samuel and First Kings. It, too, is a story that 
has its origins in the question about the mediation of divine 
authority. There is a tension between prophecy and kingship, one 
which anticipates much later questions about church and state 
and their interrelation. There is the prophet Samuel and there is 
King Saul, a troubled and uncertain king. 
 

The story of David begins with David being anointed by Samuel 
as King while Saul is still King. David is the youngest of the sons 
of Jesse. There is the wonderful insight, too, that runs through the 
whole story of David, namely, that man looks on the outward 
appearance but God looks on the heart. David is a kind of 
everyman. He is presented initially as a shepherd but will be 
anointed king; he is as well a musician, a player of the lyre who in 
the service of King Saul is able to soothe his troubled mind but 
David, too, is a man of valour, a man of war. He stands up against 
Goliath, the giant Philistine, all because Goliath has defied God. 
He persuades Saul to let him take on Goliath; after all, he has 
protected the sheep from the lion and the bear. Saul agrees and 
gives him his armour to put on. It is a humorous scene. David 
puts on the armour but then is unable to move; it is too heavy for 
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him. He takes off the armour and arms himself instead with five 
smooth stones and his sling-shot. Mocked by Goliath, David’s 
retort is marvellous. “You come out to me with a sword and with a 
spear and with a javelin but I come to you in the name of the Lord of 
hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied” (1 
Samuel.17.45). The rest, as they say, is all history. David slays 
Goliath with one stone slung from his slingshot. All well and 
good, it seems. David has all the credentials of a hero but in the 
biblical view there really are no heroes only fallen human beings. 
Everything is directed to the power and grace of God as the ruling 
force and principle of good in the world. 
 

David is the great king, however, under whose leadership and 
skill the tribes of Israel are united and united in worship centered 
in the city of Zion, Jerusalem. David is, indeed, a kind of 
everyman however but perhaps most importantly in being a 
sinner. He shows us as the poet/preacher John Donne puts it “the 
slippery ways into sin.” It is a compelling story. David, the 
successful king, is at home while his armies are at war. Walking 
about on his roof-top patio, he looks over into the neighbouring 
property only to see the beautiful Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the 
Hittite, bathing and nude.  
 

He is smitten. The lust of his eyes leads to the lust of the heart and 
to adultery. She conceives. “O what a tangled web we weave when 
first we practice to deceive” (Sir Walter Scott, Marmion). Upon 
hearing that she is with child, David immediately recalls Uriah 
from the battle, fêtes him and bids him go down to his home and 
be with his wife in the hopes that the child can conceivably be 
passed off as Uriah’s child. But Uriah the Hittite – a non-Israelite, 
by the way – adheres to the warrior code. His men are in battle 
sleeping in the field; he will not go down to his own home and to 
his wife but sleeps at David’s doorstep. Drats! Foiled in his 
scheme, what next? Well, he sends Uriah back to the battle with a 
note for Joab, David’s commander in the field, bidding Joab set 
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Uriah in the midst of the battle where he is likely to be killed. And 
he is. Adultery and now murder. David takes Bathsheba to be his 
wife and she bore him a son. In a marvel of understatement, we 
are told that “the thing that David had done displeased the Lord” (2 
Samuel 11.27). 
 

But the progression of sin is fascinating. First, he covets another 
man’s wife. Then he commits adultery. Then he conspires to cover 
it up – a form of false witness, we might say – which only leads to a 
greater conspiracy, the conspiracy to have Uriah killed. Quite a 
progression whereby we learn how we go from one thing to 
another in a steady and downward spiral of sin and wickedness; 
the slippery slopes of sin, indeed! From the breaking of the tenth 
commandment, to the seventh and sixth with a sidelong glance at 
the ninth as well, we might say. And yet, there is something more, 
something deeper, a deeper betrayal, a betrayal of God. The Ten 
Commandments are all interconnected and in a way they are all 
about the first commandment.  
 

The question however is about what happens next? And here, as 
Donne remarks, “David not only shows us the slippery ways into sin 
but also the penitential ways out of sin.” How does that happen? By 
being confronted by our own follies. This is the marvel of the 
narrative, the marvel of the story of David, the man whose heart 
God sees and whose heart, too, we are allowed to see. It happens 
through the telling of a story.  
 

The Lord sends Nathan the prophet to David. He is the story teller 
who acts, we might say, as the conscience of the King. He tells a 
story about a rich man and a poor man. The poor man had but 
one little ewe lamb which he loved and loved dearly. The rich 
man had many sheep and lambs but was loathe to sacrifice even 
one of them for the purposes of the rites of hospitality to a visitor, 
so he took the one little ewe lamb of the poor man to provide a 
meal to his visitor. Upon hearing the story, David was angry and 
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said, “As the Lord lives, the man who has done this deserves to die; and 
he shall restore the lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because 
he had no pity” (2 Samuel 12. 6).  
 

In an economy of expression, Nathan responds with four simple 
words, “Thou art the man” (2 Samuel 12.7). Exquisite and powerful, 
the real point has to do with David’s response. He has been 
convicted of his own sin. Nathan makes it perfectly clear how the 
parable refers unambiguously to David’s sin. How does David 
react? Does he try to weasel out of it? Does he try to blame the 
beautiful Bathsheba? Does he whinge and whine? No. David says 
to Nathan, “I have sinned against the Lord” (2 Samuel 12.13). This 
story is sometimes understood to provide the occasional basis for 
the great penitential psalm of Lent, psalm 51. “Against thee only 
have I sinned and done that which is evil in thy sight.” David confesses 
and in his confession we see something of the true nature of 
confession; it is about looking to the Lord from whom we have 
turned away. David indeed shows us not only the slippery ways 
into sin but also the penitential ways out of sin. He shows us 
something of the nature of penitential adoration. The truth of God 
is greater and matters more than the follies and schemes of our 
humanity. David is, we might say, the Old Testament paradigm of 
the repentant sinner. 
 

The story of David’s sin is the story of betrayal, the betrayal of the 
Law but most importantly, a betrayal of God. “Against thee only 
have I sinned.” The real power of the story is seen in how David 
responds to what he has done: “I have sinned against the Lord.” 
There are consequences for David. He will not get to build the 
temple in Jerusalem because there is blood on his hands, the blood 
of Uriah, to be sure. 
 

The story of the Levite’s Concubine and the story of David help to 
illumine the forms of treachery and betrayal in the New 
Testament. For there, too, there are the egregious miscarriages of 
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justice which are part of the pageant of betrayal. Let me end 
simply by recalling the scene of Pontius Pilate washing his hands 
as a way of distancing himself from the sentencing of an innocent 
man; it belongs to the theme of the miscarriage of justice by those 
in authority. It is a scene of singular instance, if for no other 
reason than that Pilate has the dubious honour of being named in 
the Creed, a testimony to history and a testimony to the failings 
and limitations of human justice but made part of the greater story 
of divine love. 
 

Somehow through the pageants of betrayal we learn even more 
about the importance of repentance and the grace of forgiveness. 
It all has to do with our openness to the truth of God. He makes a 
path to himself even out of the wayward ways of our hearts. The 
betrayals of intimacy serve to gather us into the greater intimacy 
of God’s love. The outstretched hands of the Levite’s Concubine, 
David’s hands of blood, and Pilate washing his hands – all these 
serve as images to teach us about betrayal and forgiveness, about 
human sin and divine grace.  
 

“Judas, betrayest thou the Son of man with a kiss?” 
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Caravaggio, 1602 

 
The Kiss of Judas IV 
 

“Judas, betrayest thou me with a kiss?” 
 
There are no greater betrayals than the betrayals of intimacy, the 
betrayals of trust and love. And indeed, the larger biblical witness 
to the ‘kiss of Judas’ as the archetype of all betrayal features 
precisely those themes of intimacy betrayed. At the same time, 
they become the occasions of a greater love, the redemptive love 
of God. Forgiveness is the greater theme that arises most 
profoundly out of the betrayals of the intimacies of love. 
 



29 
 

Our focus is upon the themes of betrayal and forgiveness in the 
Scriptures. There is, of course, a further story that belongs to the 
history of reflection upon the wisdom of the Scriptures. One has 
only to note Dante and Shakespeare, medieval and modern, so to 
speak, to realize how profoundly the themes of betrayal and 
forgiveness have shaped our literary, philosophical and political 
culture. Dante’s Divine Comedy explicates with a wonderful and 
powerful philosophical logic poetically expressed the dynamics of 
betrayal and forgiveness. Shakespeare, too, in a different timbre of 
expression but with no less insight undertakes to explore the very 
power of forgiveness precisely through the betrayals of trust. One 
only needs to consider The Merchant of Venice, where “mercy 
seasons justice,” or Measure for Measure, where the one who has 
been wronged seeks mercy for the wrong doer who himself 
wishes death and destruction for his sin. And, then, there is The 
Tempest, a play which in some sense puts love, the love that is 
greater than the burden of our remembrances, at the heart of the 
political and social order.  
 

Powerful stuff, we might say. And yet all of it springs if not 
entirely at least mightily from the witness of the Scriptures. It will 
not do to focus simply on the New Testament for there is nothing 
in the witness of the New Testament that is not a reflection upon 
some story or theme or idea in the Old Testament. And with 
respect to the kiss of Judas, perhaps no story illumines so much of 
the dynamic of Christ’s redemptive love than the love-prophet of 
the Old Testament, Hosea.  
 
Hosea: the Love Prophet of the Old Testament 
 
The text is graphic. Hosea takes his personal situation in all of its 
vulnerability and wonder as the lesson of human betrayal and 
divine forgiveness and restoration. It is, perhaps, not by accident 
that the last two chapters of this book of prophecy are read in 
Holy Week in the offices of Morning and Evening Prayer. The 
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whole book itself, of course, is rich and suggestive about the 
deeper meaning of the pageant of Holy Week.  
 

Hosea has taken Gomer, a prostitute, as his wife. She has borne 
him three children, then left him, but he has taken her back 
publicly. His personal story, however, serves as an image and 
metaphor for God’s relationship with Israel. The themes are those 
of betrayal and forgiveness. In a way, too, the Book of Hosea 
comments upon Israel’s betrayals of God’s justice and love 
historically in the horrific acts of the men of Gibeah, for instance, 
recalling the horrendous story of the Levite’s concubine obliquely, 
perhaps, but unmistakeably, as well as in the other forms of tribal 
warfare that betray the Covenant. As a prophet, Hosea speaks, as 
it were, on behalf of God. 
 

From the days of Gibeah, you  
  have sinned, O Israel; 

there have they continued. 
Shall not war overtake them in 

  Gibeah? 
I will come against the wayward 
  people to chastise them; 

and nations shall be gathered 
  against them 
 when they are chastised for their 

double inquity.  
 

While the prophet declaims against the iniquities of the tribes of 
Israel in their betrayal of God and one another, the overarching 
theme is that of divine love which is steadfast and sure, 
compassionate and caring. For God is God, after all, and utterly 
beyond comparison to the fickle ways of human hearts. And yet, 
Israel is reminded of the waywardness of her ways that stand over 
and against God’s providential care. There is the constant sense of 
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Israel having to be awakened to the enormity of her betrayal of 
the God who cares. 
 

I am the Lord your God 
 from the land of Egypt; 
you know no God but me, 

and beside me there is no savior. 
It was I who knew you in the  

wilderness, 
in the land of drought.  

 

The recollection of the defining realities of the Exodus are never 
far from the prophetic picture. In the thought of the prophet anger 
and grief are in constant dialogue with pity and compassion. The 
prophetic voice invites us to feel the force of betrayal on the part 
of the one who has been betrayed. In so doing, the sense of mercy 
and forgiveness are given a greater power and poignancy.  
 

I led them with the cords of  
  compassion, 
 with the bands of love, 
and I became to them as one 
 who eases the yoke on their jaws 
 and I bent down to them and fed  
  them. 

 

But this is the love which we have betrayed and Hosea wants that 
to be clearly seen and known, even from the side of God, as it 
were, but so as to move our hearts, it seems. 
 

My people are bent on turning away  
  from me; 
 so they are appointed to the yoke, 

and none shall remove it.  
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The prophet speaks in God’s words and shows us something of 
the heart of God which is part of the great gift of the Jews to 
human culture which has its further complement and fuller 
expression in the story of Christ. 
 

How can I give you up, O Ephraim! 
 How can I hand you over, O 

Israel! … 
 

My heart recoils within me, 
 my compassion grows warm and  

tender.  
I will not execute my fierce anger, 
 I will not again destroy Ephraim; 
For I am God and not man, 
 the Holy One in your midst, 
 and I will not come to destroy.  

 

“For I am God and not man.” It is a strong and powerful statement 
about the divine nature even in the face of human infidelity and 
betrayal, the consequences of which are abundantly clear from the 
standpoint of what has been denied and betrayed.  
 

“I will ransom them from the power of the grave; I will redeem them 
from death: O death, I will be thy plagues; O grave, I will be thy 
destruction.” These words will be recalled to great effect by St. Paul 
as he reflects on the meaning of Christ’s passion and resurrection. 
Ultimately, Hosea recalls us to the path of repentance in words 
which occur in the readings for Holy Week and which capture in 
some sense the intensity of the Passion. 
 

Take with you words 
and return to the Lord… 

 

For it belongs to God to restore and recreate.  
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I will heal their faithlessness; 
I will love them freely, 
For my anger has turned from  

them… 
They shall return and dwell beneath 
  my shadow, 

they shall flourish as a garden; 
they shall blossom as a vine, 

their fragrance shall be like the  
wine of Lebanon. 

 

At the outset of the Book of Hosea, the three children borne of 
Gomer are given prophetic names: a son called Jezreel – meaning 
God sows; a daughter called Not pitied, and another son called Not 
My People. The names point to Israel’s betrayal of God’s will and 
covenant. But no sooner are they so named than the power of 
divine forgiveness overrides the awareness of our unfaithfulness. 
“In the place where it was said to them, you are not my people, it shall be 
said to them, Sons of the living God. And the people of Judah and the 
people of Israel shall be gathered together, and they shall appoint for 
themselves one head; and they shall go up from the land, for great shall 
be the day of Jezreel.” 
 

The son called “Not my people” is renamed “My People”; and the 
daughter called “Not Pitied” is renamed “She has obtained pity” and 
his wife, the woman of harlotry, is restored as well. “And in that 
day, says the Lord, you will call me, My husband, and no more will you 
call me, My Baal”… for “I will betroth you to me for ever; I will betroth 
you to me in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, and in 
mercy. I will betroth you to me in faithfulness; and you will know the 
Lord.” 
 

And in that day, says the Lord, 
 I will answer the heavens 
 and they shall answer the earth; 



34 
 

And the earth shall answer the  
  grain, the wine, and the oil, 

and they shall answer Jezreel; 
and I will sow him myself in 

the land. 
And I will have pity on Not pitied, 
 and I will say to Not my people, 

You are my people; 
and he shall say, Thou art my God.  

 

In a way, the whole book of Hosea breathes this sense of the 
triumph of forgiveness over the betrayals of Israel but only 
through the very clear acknowledgement of sin and wickedness. It 
awakens us to the divine mercy only through the awareness of the 
enormity of human sin, of the betrayals of love and mercy. This is 
part and parcel of the biblical wisdom that informs the 
perspective of the New Testament. We can only be awakened to 
the divine mercy through confronting the betrayals of our hearts. 
This leads us, once again, to the story of Peter’s betrayal of Christ. 
 

There is, perhaps, no scene more poignant than the story of Peter’s 
betrayal, no story that both complements and yet contrasts so 
greatly with the kiss of Judas. Jesus asked the disciples, “whom do 
men say that I, the Son of man, am?” It was Peter alone who 
answered, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God,” to which 
Jesus responds, “Blessed are thou, Simon Bar-Jona! For flesh and blood 
has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.” It is an 
heavenly knowledge, an insight into the essential divinity of 
Christ. Because of that, Christ names him Peter, “the rock upon 
which I will build my Church,” he says. It is a powerful moment. But 
then, Jesus goes on to speak about the meaning of his going up to 
Jerusalem, about suffering, death and resurrection. To this, Peter 
protests, saying, “God forbid, Lord! This shall never happen to you.” 
And Jesus, who had just said “Blessed are you,” says “Get thee 
behind me, Satan: thou art an offence unto me: for thou savourest not the 
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things that be of God, but those that be of men.” In one moment, 
blessed, and, in the next, cursed.  
 

Such are the confusions of our hearts and the limitations of our 
understanding. And, of course, it is Peter who at the Passover 
supper proclaims his faithfulness to Christ. “Lord, I am ready to go 
with thee both into prison and to death.” Christ responds by telling 
him that “the cock shall not crow this day, before that thou shalt thrice 
deny thou knowest me.” In Luke’s powerful account, Jesus is taken 
away and Peter follows, tellingly, “afar off.” What follows is 
Peter’s threefold denial of Christ. “And immediately while he yet 
spake, the cock crew. And the Lord turned and looked upon Peter.”  
 

Everything about betrayal and forgiveness turns on the look of 
Christ. In Giotto’s depiction of the kiss of Judas, Jesus looks at 
Judas. But how does Judas ultimately react? There is, as we will 
see on Palm Sunday, Judas’ confession, “I have sinned, in that I have 
betrayed the innocent blood.” But his confession is to those who seek 
to silence Christ as an disturber of the peace and the people; it is 
not to God exactly. They ignore him and so “casting down the pieces 
of silver in the temple, [Judas] departed, and went and hanged himself.” 
What about Peter? The look of Christ convicts him utterly. But 
instead of remorse and self-destruction, “Peter remembered the word 
of the Lord, how he had said unto him, Before the cock crow, thou shalt 
deny me thrice. And Peter went out, and wept bitterly.” It is a most 
powerful scene. 
 

“Take with you words and return to the Lord,” Hosea had said. Peter 
remembers the words of Christ but it is the look of Christ that 
convicts him. What kind of look is it? I think it is the look of divine 
compassion that knows our human sins and failings only too well, 
and knows our hearts, too, far better than we do ourselves. It is 
the look of compassion that convicts us far more than the words of 
an angry God. Christ’s look of compassion unleashes Peter’s tears 
of repentance. Those tears will make possible the reconstitution of 
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our broken hearts. Peter who thrice denies Christ will be 
challenged three times by the risen Christ about his love for 
Christ. His tears lead to the possibilities of being reconstituted in 
love.  
 

Such is the divine forgiveness and its power and truth. It is greater 
than our all our folly. And yet, forgiveness can only happen when 
we are made to confront our betrayals. There is the kiss of Judas, 
the image of all our betrayals of God, but there is the look of 
Christ who loves us “while we were yet sinners” and calls us to 
himself. “Peter remembered the word of the Lord.” The truth which 
convicts us is the truth which triumphs over ourselves, if we will 
look at Christ and remember his word.  
 

“Judas, betrayest thou me with a kiss?” 
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16th century, Lower Rhine, Germany, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 

 


