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Palm Sunday

Year B

The Rev. Chip Larrimore

Every year when we get to this place in the Palm Sunday liturgy I find myself asking the same question—what’s it all about?  What is Palm Sunday and Holy Week all about . . . this ritual we journey through each year from Jesus’ triumphant entrance into Jerusalem with people waving palms and cheering, to the somber note we leave with today as we prepare for a week of reflection on the crucifixion and its place in our journey of faith?
Interestingly, this year, right at this time when we’re experiencing all this, the National Geographic Society announced the publication of an important historical manuscript—a Gospel—a roughly 1700 year old document that is reported to be a copy of the Gospel of Judas Iscariot—or in layman’s terms, the Good News of Jesus as it was told from the perspective of the person who we believe betrayed Jesus and whose actions led to the events we re-enact each year at this time—Jesus’ passion and crucifixion.  And, of course, it got me thinking . . . we’re talking about Jesus’ crucifixion, hearing about it from the perspective of someone like Judas Iscariot might be darn interesting.
Now, many of you have heard of the extra-canonical Gospels . . . that is, the Gospels discovered in the past 50 or 60 years that were attributed to people besides Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  We have, in fact, studied these Gospels in the Rector’s Forum that meets on Tuesday nights and talked about them in other contexts.  They range from the Gospel according to Thomas, to the Gospel according to Mary Magdalene and the Secret Gospel of James as well as others.  
Our good friend Father John Butcher, who lives in Palo Alto, has even been here to preach and lecture about these Gospels.  But what makes the thought of a Gospel according to Judas so intrigueing for me is the perspective it puts on our understanding of how Jesus’ crucifixion came to happen and what role human failings and human either deception did or did not play in that process.

I first heard about this announcement of a Gospel according to Judas being published from our Deacon intern, Skip Howie.  I then saw an excellent interview on the News Hour with Professor Elaine Pagels, who many of you know as the author of the book “The Gnostic Gospels.” So, of course, I haven’t been able to stay off the internet, “Googling” everything I can find on this new manuscript.  Most of the reviews I have read suggest that the most revealing passage is one in which Jesus, referring to the other disciples, tells Judas "you will exceed all of them. For you will sacrifice the man that clothes me."  By that, scholars familiar with Gnostic thinking say Jesus meant that by helping him get rid of his physical flesh, Judas would actually be the instrument that would enable Jesus to liberate his true spiritual self or divine being within.

Unlike the accounts in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, the anonymous author of the Gospel of Judas believed that among the 12 disciples, Judas Iscariot had a unique understanding of Jesus’ teachings.  This is a quintiscential gnostic way of thinking.  

You see, the Gnostics believed in a secret knowledge of how people could escape the prisons of their material bodies and return to the spiritual realm from which we come.     And the author of the Gospel according to Judas clearly came from that tradition.

Now, you may or may not find that perspective on Jesus’ life, ministry, death and resurrection convincing or even intriguing.  But what many people like professor Pagels believe is so fascinating about the Gospel of Judas and the other Gnostic writings is that their discovery is chipping away at the myth that in the first few centuries of the Christian Church, there was a single, clear, dominant Christian religion.  What they clearly demonstrate instead is just how diverse — and fascinating — the early Christian movement really was.  And while these texts may not dramatically change our understanding of who Jesus was or what his life and ministry were about, they might profoundly change our perception of just what the early Christian Church was like.

If what the Gospel of Judas says is true, what does that make Judas?  Was he Jesus’ betrayer, or was he the facilitator of salvation, the guy who made the crucifixion—and therefore our salvation—possible?  Even the Gospel according to John eludes to this perspective.

So, what does this all mean for us and what can we take from it into our journey through Holy Week?  Interestingly, I gained some insight on Friday night while in conversation with two of the nominees to be our next Bishop, the Rev. Jane Gould from Lynn, Massachussetts and The Rev. Robert Taylor from Seattle, Washington.  The Rev. Gould told a wonderful story about her experience with a young boy who was in second grade.  

The boy had a simple question.  In their church they had a banner that was carried in procession.  In the middle of the banner was the symbol IHS which you see in churches on everything from candles to stained glass windows.  The boy wanted to know what IHS stood for.  We all laughed in hearing this story because it is often a challenge for clergy to explain the origins and meaning of early Christian symbols, and this one is no exception.  The origins of IHS are complicated, but essentially they are the intials of a derivative of a way of saying Jesus’ name in Greek.  But going through the long history of how this symbol came to be is complicated and certainly something you don’t want to go into with a second grader.  So the Rev. Gould decided to turn the question around and instead asked the boy, “what do you think it means?”  The boy thought intently and then responded with the kind of wonderfully, free insight that only a child can have.  I know, he said, it means “I Have Something.”  I Have Something.

What an incredibly wonderful, and very gnostic concept.  It is one that I believe we could all do well to ponder this holy week.  Because I do believe that we each have something.  And when we each believe that, when we each believe that God has gifted each of us with something unique, something special, something important, then we are empowered to live out that something even when it seems on the surface to be in conflict with the something with which God has gifted someone else.

When Judas Iscariot betrayed Jesus and that betrayal resulted in the Crucifixion, Judas’ “something” appeared to be in direct conflict with the something with which God had gifted the other disciples.  But the Gospel according to Judas opens up the possibility that perhaps, in the bigger picture of God’s hopes and dreams for us, Judas’ something did NOT conflict with those of the other disciples at all.  In fact, it helped to complete them.

And maybe, just maybe it is the same with us today.  Maybe the something that God has gifted you with calls you to do something or be someone that might, on the surface, seem to be in conflict with who I am called to be or what I am called to do. 
Gifting people with what, on the surface, appear to be contradictory opinions and calls and hopes and dreams seems a recipe for disaster.  But as Paul pointed out in the 1st Letter to the Corinthians, “God chose what seems foolish in the world to shame the wise.”  Because contradictory gifts and contradictory calls do sound foolish, unless you are willing to hear the Good News of Jesus Christ, and know that that with which you have been gifted is very good.  Just as good as that with which the person next to you has been gifted.  Even the person with whom you disagree.  

When we acknowledge our differences, when we recognize the gifts of God in each other and honor them, then we begin to see the Kingdom of God in our midst.

I was reminded of this again in that same conversation the other night with the two candidates for bishop.  As most of you know, 3 of the 7 candidates who have been nominated to be our next bishop are gay or lesbian persons.  And that night we talked about that issue and, what for some people, is the contradiction between a person being called to serve as a bishop of the church and that person being in a same gender relationship.  But what we found was that by honoring each other and by acknowledging God’s love for each of us, we began to break down the walls that divide us.  And instead, we began to see the wonder and beauty of the diversity in God’s kingdom.  The diversity of gifts that, on the surface, seem contradictory, but which deep down are all part of the same kingdom that God wishes us to live in.
My prayer for us this Palm Sunday is that as we journey through Holy Week together again this year, we might begin to open ourselves up to the possibilities that God offers us when we honor each other.  That we might begin to open oursleves up to the possibilities that exist when we each realize “I do Have Something.”  And not only that, but when we realize that “You Have Something” too.  

May God bless us and keep us on this journey and throughout our lives together.  In Jesus’ Name.  Amen.
