“A Kiss Before Dying”
Mark 14:43-45

It was a cool night.  Not uncomfortably so because there was no breeze stirring.  But the air held a chill--prickly and aware--as if something powerful and dangerous was lurking just behind the darkness.


The trees throughout the garden were robed in shadows, their branches clawing upward toward the distant stars.  It was if they were pleading with the heavens, begging for something that would not be granted.  Tendrils of mist drifted around their twisted trunks, lending an eerie, otherworldly feel to their voiceless supplications.  

There was no sound save for the buzzing and chirping of nocturnal insects.  It was quiet, serene—a place to rest, to think, to pray--if not for the growing sense of uneasiness.  Somewhere distant a raven screamed in the night.  Its cry of surprise was echoed by others, then replaced by the pounding of feathers as an unseen flock of birds took flight.  Through the mist, points of firelight flickered between the trees.

They were coming.


Jesus knelt beside his slumbering friends and shook them awake.  They snapped up, surprised and guilty to have been found sleeping yet again.  “What is it, Master?” Peter asked groggily.


“It’s time,” Jesus replied in a soft voice.


“Time for what?” James asked, stretching as he rose from the ground.


Jesus didn’t reply with words.  He simply looked in the direction of the approaching lights, much closer now.  The noise a crowd makes—the low rumbling of breath, voice and presence—could now be heard.  Jesus helped John to his feet and brushed several pieces of grass off his back.

“Master…?”  John asked, his voice trailing off.


“It’s my betrayer,” Jesus answered.  “My hour is at hand.  I am given over into the hands of sinful men.”

“Now wait a minute…” Peter said, louder than he intended.  His voice was like laughter in a cemetery.  “What do you mean ‘betrayer’?” he said a little more softly, but no less insistently.

“Peter, James, John…  My dear friends,” Jesus said with a smile, “I have told you many times what must happen.  You must have faith.”

The noise of the crowd was louder now.  They were only a few dozen yards away, snaking through the trees.  James could make out the muted glimmer of steel.  “They’ve got swords!” he whispered urgently.


“Run, Jesus!  Run!” John urged him, pulling on his sleeve.  Peter had the other arm.  James had taken several steps away from the approaching mob.  “If we go now, we can make it over the wall.  We can get back to Bethany!  Maybe they haven’t seen us yet.”


With a simple shrug Jesus freed himself from his friends’ grasp.  They stood behind him now, paralyzed, as they watched the crowd materialize out of the darkness.  They carried burning torches, whose black smoke seemed to delight in soiling the mist in the air.  Blunt clubs, swords and several spears were held at the ready.


Jesus looked over his shoulder at Peter, James and John.  “Remember what I have taught you,” he said softly, a wistful smile on his tired face.  “And never forget that I love you.”  Peter started to step toward him, but John instinctively held onto him.  James stood rooted to the spot, the hammering of his heart reflected in his eyes.

Jesus turned to face the group of men who had formed a semi-circle in front of him.  For a moment no one moved.  No one said anything.  Jesus stared through the oily smoke, scanning the crowd.  His eyes locked onto one figure, carefully picking his way through the group, moving to the front.  The man paused for a second, as if gathering his courage, then walked toward Jesus.


One step.  Two steps.  Three steps.


“Judas…?” a voice from behind Jesus asked in disbelief.


The man called Judas looked past Jesus to where Peter, James and John stood, the bitter realization suddenly crashing down on them.  “Oh no, no…” John whispered.


“Judas!” Peter screamed, clenching his fists so tightly his knuckles cracked.  He leapt forward but James snapped out of his shock in time to hook Peter’s collar, yanking him to a standstill.  “Let me go, James!  Let me go!  I’ll kill him for this!”  John and James held onto Peter, who continued to struggle.  The semi-circle of men raised their clubs and swords.


Judas, who stopped walking when Peter screamed, now resumed.  His eyes were locked onto Jesus, as if silently pleading, ‘Now is the time, Jesus.  Start the revolution.  This is your chance.  We will follow you to the death against Rome.  Do it now!’

Four steps.  Five steps.  Six steps.

Jesus didn’t move.


Peter cursed Judas and spat in his direction.


Seven steps.

Eight steps.


Judas stopped in front of Jesus.  “Rabbi,” he said, louder than was necessary.  He placed his hands on Jesus’ shoulders, then leaned in to kiss first his right cheek, then his left, as was customary.  Judas stepped back and looked expectantly at him, as if he could will Jesus into action.  Jesus stared back, grief and pain welling up in his eyes.  Judas dropped his arms to his side like a puppet whose strings had been cut.  Confusion and disbelief rolled across his face.  Behind him, he heard the men moving toward them, toward Jesus.

Judas took a step backward, his eyes still locked on Jesus.  He shook his head in disbelief.  “Do something,” Judas pleaded to Jesus as the men moved past him.  “DO SOMETHING!” he screamed.  “Now is the time to restore Israel!  Fight!  By all that is holy, if you are the Messiah, FIGHT!”

Judas was shoved backward by the men gathering around Jesus.  Judas watched in shock as Jesus’ arms were lashed behind his back.  Someone struck Jesus in the head with a club.  Blood trickled down his temple, past the eyes which still looked sorrowfully at Judas.


The garden erupted in chaos as Peter, James and John tried to fight back, then scattered into the gloating darkness.  Judas leaned against a tree, shaken and unsure.  He watched as the men led Jesus past him, shackled, dirty and bloodied.  Judas stayed there for a long time after they had gone.  The flock of ravens returned to their branches, which still stretched toward the heavens, pleading.  The oily smoke dissipated and the chill of the misty night seeped into his bones.  He stayed there until he felt a coldness in himself that had nothing to do with the night air.


How would you feel if the last symbolic act of love you received before dying was something painful?  That’s exactly what Judas’ kiss was for Jesus.  The last meaningful physical contact Jesus had with anyone who cared for him was Judas.  And his kiss of betrayal was not the loving act of a friend.  It was a desperate action, an attempt to force Jesus into a military rebellion against Rome.  It was an attempt to establish the kingdom of God by force.


Throughout the rest of this night—and throughout the rest of his natural life on earth—no other hands would touch Jesus with love, compassion, friendship or concern.  The last physical contact he had with a friend was one that consigned him to his doom.


The religious leaders would slap him in the face, mocking him with taunts.  The Roman soldiers would beat him, mock him as a king, and torture him.  He would be pushed and dragged from the Garden of Gethsemane to the high priest’s house; from Herod to Pilate; and along the road to Golgotha.  Simon of Cyrene would help Jesus carry his cross, but only because the Romans forced him to do so.  Roman hands would bury thick nails into his hands and feet.  The next time loving, tender, compassionate hands would touch Jesus was when his body was taken down from the cross and laid in a tomb.

No, there would be no more loving human contact with Jesus.  He had received his kiss before dying.  And that was to be the end of his experience of touch from those closest to him.


In 1994, contemporary Christian artist Michael Card released an album called “Joy In The Journey.”  It contained a song simply entitled “Why?”  The first verse goes like this:

“Why did it have to be a friend who chose to betray the Lord?

and why did he use a kiss to show them, that's not what a kiss is for?
Only a friend can betray a friend, a stranger has nothing to gain.

and only a friend comes close enough to ever cause so much pain.”


On this dark evening we prepare to come to the table to receive Holy Communion.  We come as a way to remember the Last Supper that Jesus shared with his friends.  We remember a time of grief, sorrow and confusion.  And we come tonight to remember that in receiving this bread, we touch the body of Christ.

What the friends of Jesus could not do that desolate night so long ago, we can do here.  We come to hold and touch Jesus, and to be held and touched by him.  Amen.
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