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Just over two weeks ago the Foreign Minister of Libya, Moussa Koussa, slipped out of Tripoli, crossed the border into Tunisia, and caught a flight to London. Because Koussa was the highest-ranking member of the Libyan government to defect, and because he had been such a close associate of Colonel Gaddafi for so many years, serving not only recently as Foreign Minister but also over many years as Intelligence Chief, it was assumed that his betrayal of Gaddafi was a clear sign of the end of the Libyan government as we have known it. Things haven’t worked out that way yet, and it’s too soon to know what role Koussa will play in the next chapters of the Libyan conflict. 


Betrayal is the subject of my reflection this morning, as we plunge ourselves into the re-living of the story of Jesus’ last week in Jerusalem, both as we re-enact the Passion narrative, and as we prepare for the other times that we may gather during the week ahead to experience again the dramatic and world-changing events of the first Holy Week. David Mamet, our neighbor in Newton and a leading American playwright, puts this cynical statement into the mouth of one of the characters in his play Boston Marriage: “Betrayal is the engine that drives the world.”


Betrayal may not be the engine that drives the world, but betrayal, and the fear of it, and the excitement and damage it causes, are at least a constant theme in the life of the world and in the lives of all of us as individuals. We know how it feels to be betrayed by people whom we love and have trusted, and, sad to say, we know how it feels to betray people who love and trust us, whether we betray them on purpose or inadvertently.


So we respond with horrified sympathy to Judas’ betrayal of Jesus, his kiss of greeting in the garden. We respond perhaps with even more feeling to that chilly pre-dawn moment in the courtyard of the High Priest when the cock crows and Jesus turns to face Peter. In that awful moment of recognition, as the eyes of the master and his disciple meet, and before Peter turns away weeping, we feel the betrayal and helpless isolation that Jesus feels. One of his disciples has turned him over to his enemies, and all the others have run away, except Peter, who has followed him but three times has denied any relation to him. This of course is the same Peter who not long before had said to Jesus, “You are God’s anointed one, the Messiah.”  This is the same Peter who just hours before had said, “Even if I must die with you, I will never disown you.”


We resonate to Jesus’ sense of betrayal, but it is possible that Judas and Peter and the others felt betrayed as well. They expected a Messiah, one who would save Jerusalem from its internal corruption and from the occupying Roman legions. No matter how often and how strenuously Jesus tried to say that he was a Messiah of a different kind, they had been unable to learn the new thing he was trying to teach them. It is entirely possible that in that encounter in the courtyard between Peter and Jesus there is not only Jesus’ knowing sorrow but also Peter’s wild disappointment, his raging disbelief that everything could turn out so badly, that the one whom he had thought so invincible was instead as weak as any mortal, too weak even to resist arrest and torture, much too weak to protect his friends and followers.


We don’t know that Peter’s betrayal of Jesus resulted from his sense of being betrayed by Jesus, but we are inclined to think it did, if only because we so often experience betrayal fueled by betrayal, betrayal, as Mamet says, as the engine driving the world. We know about the escalation from disappointment to attack and revenge, either from our own experience or because it is such a staple of our environment. Everything from geopolitical turmoil to movies and TV to country music and history and high art – opera, literature, theater – all reinforce the message that treachery begets treachery, and leads to violence and retribution, in cycles that only end in death, destruction and exhausted despair. In Judas’ case, his sense of despair, from a variety of probable causes, leads to his suicide just hours after the kiss in the garden.


With Peter and Jesus it is different, as we will remember soon, when we enter the Easter season. Whatever is in Jesus’ eyes when he hears the cock crow and looks into Peter’s eyes will translate into forgiveness and reconciliation. That forgiveness becomes a universal example for interrupting and reversing the escalation of betrayal and retribution. That forgiveness, we believe, is the real engine that drives the world, and we stake our lives on that faith. That forgiveness helps us remember, when we feel betrayed and are tempted to turn our anger inward in despair or outward in attack, that the only way to stop that cycle is through Jesus’ way, God’s way: to love and to forgive. Someone has to take that first step, to activate the real engine and override the engine of betrayal. Jesus is that someone, and his example is our only hope in a world in which too often the power of destructiveness seems to be unbreakable.


As we enter the Holy Week, and are reminded of our own betrayals, both given and received, we give thanks for Jesus’ ability to break the cycle that otherwise spirals to despair and destruction. We give thanks that in the midst of the worst that can happen to us, the violent disruption of loyalty, friendship, and love, there is a way that heals the disruption and turns it back to love and faithfulness.


“He is the Way,” the poet W. H. Auden says, echoing John’s gospel.


He is the Way.


Follow Him through the Land of Unlikeness;


You will see rare beasts, and have unique adventures.


He is the Truth.


Seek him in the Kingdom of Anxiety.; 


You will come to a great city that has expected your return for years.


He is the Life.


Love Him in the World of the Flesh;


And at your marriage all its occasions shall dance for joy.    Amen.

