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To Michelle de Broca

To Patrick and Natasha Alessandrin


It’s time to get started,

and do what Christianity has never done:

take care of the damned.

ALBERT CAMUS
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Publisher’s Note to the Reader

Readers familiar with the books by Jean-Yves Leloup will note that, unlike his earlier titles published by Inner Traditions, in this book he has adopted a narrative reconstruction technique to describe the life of Judas and his relationship with Jesus. The text is based on both the canonical and the apocryphal sources (with an emphasis on the canonical), including the recently discovered Gospel of Judas. In his analysis of this relationship, the author examines the mystic unity that lies behind the dualist roles the two men played.

In trying to discover the real Judas, the author asks himself: “Why must we always treat history and myth as if they were adversaries?” He notes that often legends become so powerful that the historical figure falls into the shadows. Leloup has re-created the life of Judas using illustrative dialogue that evokes the early Christian faith and, in so doing, beautifully and evocatively discovers the deep and everlasting relationship between Judas and Jesus.
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Childhood

Judas was eight years old when the other children first threw stones at him. One of them yelled: “Why are you so ugly, Judas, and so ill-tempered? Is it your parents’ fault, or your own?” Judas fled, more to hide his tears than to escape the stones.

Who indeed had brought him into the world in this way? And why—by what design—was he so ugly and so violent already? Above all, why was he so unhappy?

Someone had to be guilty. Rather than examining himself and trying to reconstruct an ancestral past that escaped him, Judas preferred to blame his parents. And in this, no righteous Jew would have contradicted him. His family was widely regarded with disgust. They were close to Herod, the bloody usurper and Roman collaborator who had recently died. There was a saying: “Herod sneaked onto the throne like a fox, ruled like a tiger, and died like a dog.”

Yet it was this same Herod the Great who had rebuilt the Temple of Jerusalem in all its splendor, harking back to the time of Solomon. It was clear, however, that his own glory interested him more than the glory of God. With age, his character only worsened—having killed all his political rivals, he turned his attentions to his own family. His two eldest sons, Alexander and Aristobulus, were strangled, along with three hundred of their supporters. Two days before his death, he had his son Antipater arrested and killed. It was also said that he had ordered many children killed because one of them might be the Messiah.

Judas remembered nothing of the day of that massacre, but when a close friend of his father’s told him the story, he began to vomit from the shame and horror of it. How could innocent children be killed in this way? If the Messiah was alive, he must surely feel guilty, knowing that his birth was the occasion for such a bloodbath. How could Jews, men of his own blood and of the high aristocracy, commit an atrocity that so blatantly violated Moses’ sacred commandment written in the Torah, Thou shalt not kill? And how could YHWH allow the birth of his Messenger to give rise to such a massacre of innocents? Could the birth of this most beautiful and long-awaited child ever justify such an intolerable crime?

Very early, Judas began to feel himself a stranger to his family. The bonds of blood seemed too binding and too bloody.

It was said that he was conceived at the palace during one of the nights of orgy in which his mother often participated. Ruben Simon had acknowledged him as his son, though no one could be certain of it, and in any case he did not resemble his father. In fact, he looked like no one else in his family (some malicious gossips even wondered if it was with a human being that his mother had fornicated on that night).

As soon as he learned to read, he found his solace in the sacred scriptures. His favorite was the Book of Job. He felt close to Job and, like him, began to curse the day he was born:

Let the day perish when I was born, and the night in which it was said, a male child has been conceived! 

Let that day be darkness; let God not notice it from above, neither let the light shine upon it.

Let darkness and the shadow of death obliterate that day; let a cloud cover it; let an eclipse fall upon it.

As for that night, let darkness seize it; let it not be counted in the days of the year, let it be absent from the number of the months.

Lo, let that night be solitary, let no joyful voice come into it.

May those who curse the day curse it, prepared even to awaken Leviathan!

Let the stars of that dawn go out; let that day look for light, but find none; neither let it see any dawn.

Because it failed to shut the doors of my mother’s womb, failed to hide this sorrow from my eyes.

Why did I not die in the womb? Why did I not give up the ghost as soon as I emerged from it?

Why was there a lap to receive me? Why were there breasts to feed me?

Now I could be lying in peace, sleeping the peace of death,

Along with kings and counselors of the world, who built desolate tombs for themselves,

Or with princes who filled their tombs with gold and silver:

I would rather have been a secret abortion, not existing, like those who never see the light of day.1

Judas was surprised to find a seeming defense of abortion in a sacred text, but how deeply he resonated with it! What good was there in being born, only to be subjected to the contempt of those near him and the rejection of those whom he would have liked to love—to say nothing of living in a body he would never have chosen?

“Better to have been one of those innocent infants massacred by Herod. At least then my memory would be linked with that of the Messiah, who had just been born.”

As had been predicted from Rome to Jerusalem, the death of Herod the Great plunged Judaea into chaos. Archelaos and Antipas, the two potential successors, hastened to Rome, where the emperor Augustus himself took upon the task of arranging the succession. Archelaos, though the elder, had a Samaritan mother. He received only half the kingdom of his father and the title of ethnarch of Judaea and Samaria, while Antipas received the title of tetrarch of Galilee and Perea. By thus calming the animosity between these two brothers, Augustus hoped to gain more control over groups who were resisting Roman occupation, especially the Zealots.

Judas was brought up by servants appointed to the task, his parents having neither the time nor the inclination to devote themselves to him. This left him often alone and absorbed in strange daydreams. Others might think him ugly, but he was certain that his soul was beautiful and noble, of a royal lineage very different from that of the Herod. The Pharisees, Essenes, and other pious followers of the Law might call him impure because of his family’s moral reputation as well as their links with the occupiers, but he was certain of the righteousness of his intentions. His soul was thirsty and starving, filled with a sense of injustice, and he began to feel he had received a call to work for the reign of God.

When he was twelve, he was taken to Jerusalem and, because of his parents’ standing, allowed to enter the Temple. In the hall where animals were butchered and burned for sacrifice, he was overcome by the odor of blood and burning flesh. As he fell into a faint, these words of scripture came to him, as if an echo of his own prayer:

“Adonai, You accept neither sacrifices nor offerings. But You have made this body for me, so I say: Here I am, I come to You my Lord, to do Your will.”

When he regained consciousness, he wondered about the implications: If God does not accept burnt offerings, should Judas sacrifice his body to accomplish God’s will? Why should the Messiah give his life to liberate his people from slavery and death? The truth was that Judas was not very attached to his own life. What he was looking for was an opportunity to rid himself of his bad blood and don a body of light. In this way, he would prove that his ugliness was not a punishment from God, for it would enable him to mingle with the poor and despised and help to prepare them for the great revolt against injustice, against the ongoing blasphemy of the occupation of the Holy Land by infidels.

God must be avenged, and obliged to fulfill his promises.

It was among the Zealots that he found a sympathetic echo of the thoughts and feelings that tormented his soul. These were the people of zeal, of ardent devotion to God and to the Torah. Sometimes they were known as the Sicarii, from sica, the name of the small dagger that they always carried so as never to forget that there was such a thing as just violence and just war for the honor of God, his land, and his chosen people. And now that land, people, and promise were being trampled or thrown into doubt.

It was not long before the Zealots became his new family—his true family, for it was he who had chosen them. How can the bonds of blood be compared to the bonds of spirit?
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Zealot

In spite of the fact that his father, Ruben Simon, had named him in a spirit of derision, Judas loved his name—Yehuda in Hebrew. It was the name of the fourth son of Jacob and Leah, spoken of in Genesis 29:35:

And she conceived again, and bore a son, and she said: This time I will praise YHWH. Therefore she gave him the name Judah, and he was her last child.

He loved the five consonants of the name Y-H-W-D-H, in which the consonants of the divine Name are embedded: the tetragrammaton YHWH. Furthermore, the letters HWDH mean “praise.” Hence Judah, or Judas, was the leader of the tribe whose mission is to praise YHWH. It was fitting that Judah was Leah’s last child, for it signifies the ultimate reason for Israel’s existence: to witness and render homage to the Eternal One. Judas felt that his name was his mission as well. With this ill-favored body, face, and family he would praise “the One who Is What He Is” and destroy everything that opposed this righteous praise, this orthodox way.1

There was another name that pleased him, which also contained the sacred tetragrammaton within it: the name Yeshua (Aramaic for “Jesus”; Yehoshua in Hebrew2). Its meaning was “God [YHWH] is Savior, Liberator.” In his fantasies of saving his people, he had sometimes thought this name would have fit him even better. He desired to see himself either as the Messiah or, at least, as a companion of the Messiah of Israel.

At this point, Judas could not really see himself as a possible Messiah for his tribe, the Judaeans. Yet he was sometimes troubled when he read the books of the prophets, such as Isaiah 53:2–5, which speaks of the coming of a Messiah who would draw down upon himself the scorn of the very people he had come to save. Sometimes it seemed that every word was written for him:

For he grew up before him like a young plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he had no form that attracted us to look at him, and no beauty that we should be pleased by him.

He was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; and he was despised as one from whom men turn their faces, and we esteemed him not.

Surely he has borne our grief and carried our sorrows; yet we judged him ill-favored, smitten by God, and afflicted.

But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his wounds we are healed.

If it was not Judas himself the prophet was describing, it was at any rate a Messiah whom Judas ardently desired to serve.
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Judas came to feel close to another Judas, known as the Galilean, son of the famous Hezekiah, who rebelled against the Romans and against Herod’s power. Herod had the father killed, and after the king’s death, Hezekiah’s son Judas took up the torch and managed to acquire many arms with the help of allies. They also financed his plans for armed resistance.

When the Roman procurator Quirinias ordered a new census to ensure that no one escaped Caesar’s taxes, the Jews of Jerusalem were divided. The high priest Joazar advised obeying the Roman order. But Judas the Galilean, supported by the Pharisee Sadoq, urged the people to resist. It was widely whispered by them that it was a great dishonor to consent to pay tribute to the Romans, thereby acknowledging a mortal master, when their only master was God.

From this moment on, Judas the Galilean became the leader of a veritable army, growing in numbers. They took refuge on the high plateaus and commanded reliable relay posts linking them to Jerusalem. It was in one of these posts that the two men called Judas finally met. Along with their name, they found they had the same aspiration: to be rid of the Herods and the Roman occupiers as soon as possible. By faith and by force they would drive these demons out of the Holy Land.

The Zealots found support among a people groaning under the burden of taxes as well as among many Pharisees, who shared their passion for strict obedience to the Law of the Torah, though they did not approve of the Zealots’ violent methods.

The Sadducees and the Levites were regarded by the Zealots as enemies of God and his people. These were the great priestly families who had grown rich from Temple revenues and collaboration with Rome. They were more tolerant of the Essenes, who had also broken with the Temple establishment. Living in desert retreats, the Essenes hoped that through prayer and a pure life they would hasten the coming of the Teacher of Righteousness, whom they regarded as at least a precursor to the Messiah.

For Judas, it was clear that the Messiah foretold by the prophets must also be the true King of the Jews long awaited by the people. He would not be of the lineage of the Herods, who were only half Jews, in any case, and behaved like heathens. This title could be borne only by a man of pure lineage and impeccable life, for it was the most noble of titles, even higher than that of Cohen (priest) or Nabi (prophet). Yet Judas was well aware that the Romans had forbidden this royal title and that anyone who presented himself as the King of the Jews would quickly be crucified, like those who had already claimed themselves kings and met this fate, false though their claims were.

During this time, Judaea was infested with bands of robbers, and it seemed that every time a group of these malcontents gathered, they elected a king. This led only to more misery for the Jewish people—for the Romans, the Jews were no more than a minor trouble to be dealt with harshly, but for the people as a whole, they were “the scourge which advances deeper into the darkness.”3

Judas had a vivid memory of Simon of Transjordan, a highly placed administrator of Herod. He had been a handsome and courageous man who suddenly proclaimed himself King of the Jews. Simon sacked the royal palace of Jericho and burned a number of other palaces throughout the land until he was captured by the Roman procurator Gratus, who cut off his head.

There had also been a shepherd named Athronges. His main gifts seemed to be his great height, his immense physical strength, and his four stalwart brothers. Although these qualities fascinated the adolescent Judas, he saw that however successful this keeper of sheep and goats was in gathering loyal partisans to foment righteous hatred against the soldiers of Herod and the Romans, it did not mean he deserved the title of King of the Jews, or Messiah.

Only moral perfection and purity of intention could justify violence. For the moment, it was Judas the Galilean who came closest to Judas’s ideal. Yet the the Galilean was not a learned man. For Judas, the highest zeal for God and justice must be founded on a thorough and profound knowledge of the Torah and the other holy scriptures.

In fact, none of these warriors devoted sufficient time to study of the scriptures. Their invocations of the Holy Name as they went into battle seemed too much like a mere ritual cry. Their flesh, bones, and blood were not truly suffused with the holiness that would make them into a true arm of the wrath of God.

It was with great emotion that one Friday evening, shortly before the onset of the Shabbat, Judas received, from the hands of Judas the Galilean himself, his own dagger, the sica. This made him a Sicarius, a formal member of the Zealot group known as the Sicarii. He was struck by the curious resemblance between his own nickname, Judas of Keriot (his native town), and the new name that now applied to him: Judas Iscariot, or Judas the Sicarius. The “man from Keriot” was now the “man of the dagger.”

He promised himself, however, that he would not use this weapon in the way so frequently resorted to by the Sicarii: One of them would infiltrate a noisy and bustling crowd in which an enemy of God, a Roman collaborator, or a teacher of heresy had been detected, sneak up behind the man, and stab him mortally. Then the Sicarius would cry “Murderer!” and slash the throat of another whom he had chosen as a scapegoat, creating a tumult and confusion from which he could flee at the first opportunity.

Judas did not approve of this practice. Stabbing someone in the back and murdering a scapegoat seemed unworthy of a pious man. He would have selected a nobler tactic: to approach the enemy, look him squarely in the eyes, and, instead of greeting him with a conventional embrace, stab him in the heart. Surely this was the only honest and religious way to do away with an enemy of the Chosen People.

As Judas the Galilean gave him his dagger, the Galilean did not speak at length, but pronounced these solemn words: “Know that from this moment on it is the hand of the Most High, the Almighty Judge, who holds this dagger. May your hand be his hand, and you shall see justice reborn in Israel and the reign of the Messiah.”

At this moment, a story from scripture came to Judas’s mind: It was Judas, son of Jacob, who had sold his brother Joseph for a few pieces of silver. Yet ultimately this could not be regarded as a crime, for it was this act that led to Joseph going into Egypt, which made him a savior of his people many years later.

Yes, YHWH does allow evil in the service of a greater good. “Thus he allows me to bear this dagger so that the poor and oppressed of Israel may reclaim their dignity someday,” he thought. Inwardly, he felt he was authorized to shed blood for the Good Cause.

But Judas was intelligent and cautious. Was it not written never to invoke the name of God in vain? This holy name was for praise and worship alone, and woe unto him who used it only to justify his crime!

As he was mulling over these thoughts, an older man approached him. He was handsome and well built, with a calm face that contrasted with the tense and drawn features of those around him.

“My name is Simon, and I would like to speak with you. If you ever come to Capernaum, near the lake known as the Sea of Galilee, please come visit me. My house is not far from that of another Simon—a fisherman who is well known around there because everyone in the port has heard his thundering voice, especially when he quarrels with his wife, his daughter, or his mother-in-law. . . . But just ask for Simon the Zealot. That’s what they call me there. You see, you and I are of the same family now, and I hope to see you soon!”

Judas smiled and gave fervent thanks to God. On this day, just before the holy Shabbat, he was not just receiving a dagger, a knife of justice. He felt he had also found a new father, one very different from his own blood father, yet one who also bore the name Simon.

“Simon the Zealot, you are my liberator on this day! Truly, the bonds of the heart and of sacred duty are deeper than the bonds of flesh. What is the fate imposed by nature beside the blessing that awaits us if we have the courage to liberate ourselves! I look forward to seeing you again soon, my father, my brother, my friend!”

And they embraced, as if to seal this mutual recognition and promise.
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Capernaum

After staying for several weeks with Judas the Galilean and his followers, Judas decided to leave them to visit Simon. He had been deeply touched by something in the man’s look. Like Judas, he bore the dagger that made him a true Zealot. Yet Judas perceived no hatred in him and felt that this was a man who was capable of destroying the enemy without indulging in useless, negative emotions—neither hatred nor bloodthirsty pleasure, but simply for the sake of justice.

He had come to see the motivations of the Zealots he had met as far too influenced by politics. Was it really the Kingdom of God they were seeking or simply a better material world, without taxes—a peaceful life of work and family, interspersed with occasional visits to the Temple to salve their conscience, a type of comfortable conscience that is the very opposite of true religious conscience? It was true that they often spoke of the Messiah—but these were not men who ever woke up in the middle of the night, as Judas often did, because a voice was crying in their soul: “My Lord, and my God!”

It was with pleasure that Judas walked into Galilee. The country was beautiful and full of flowers, with many fertile orchards. He loved the colors and the taste of its fruits, a welcome change from the arid land of Judaea.

As he was going toward Jericho, he met two other travelers from Jordan who informed him that Yohanan the Baptist1 had been arrested by Herod Antipas, the successor of Herod the Great, and that he was wasting away in prison.

Judas had heard of this Yohanan, whom the Zealots regarded as a prophet. He seemed to have the same conviction and moral force as those of their party, but his doctrine was weak and inconsequential, according to Judas the Galilean. Yohanan violently denounced the hypocrites, whether priests or Pharisees, rich or poor. But this was not enough. How could immersing people in water and converting them ever lead to driving the Roman occupiers out of Israel and restoring justice? What good was a virtue that had no arms to command respect?

Also, was not the fact of his arrest proof of his weakness? The only resistance he had to offer his persecutors were his pious prayers and his imprecations. Through his family, Judas knew much of the character of Herodias, Herod’s wife, and had no doubt that Yohanan would be decapitated.

These two travelers tried to convince Judas that the sword of justice in the hands of an unjust man will only produce more injustice. They said that Yohanan was right when he preached that the true Holy War, the great one, is the war against the passions that disorient the heart and turn us away from the true path. They claimed that the Zealots were involved in a mere “small holy war”—and a mistaken one. “Violence cannot deliver us from violence,” they said.

“Yes and no,” Judas finally replied. “There is no small or great war. The only important consideration is the holiness of our intention.”

Judas and the two men continued on their way together, for the two travelers were going toward Tiberiade, only a few miles from Capernaum. They were greatly looking forward to seeing the Sea of Galilee. All three of these men from desert country rejoiced in the small miracles of wells, trees, and flowers.

As they walked, Judas was thinking of Yohanan. The Baptist was not an Essene, yet he seemed to have something strict and fierce in his attitude toward women, children, and the weak or infirm.

“How is he different from the Essenes?” Judas asked of his companions.

“Yohanan believes that human beings are not determined by the fate of their birth,” one of them answered. “They can change and they can perfect themselves. They can be converted, which is symbolized by the sacred act of total immersion in water. The old life, with all of its bad habits, is washed away. It is purified and a new life begins. But the Essenes do not believe in this. For them, each of us is either born a ‘son of Light’ or a ‘son of Darkness.’ Nothing can change this. For them, there are only the elected and the rejected ones, the good and the bad, the pure and the impure.”

“And who are the pure?” Judas asked.

“The Essenes, of course!” they answered. “Yohanan says that we are not predestined. Whatever the circumstances of our birth and the memories we carry within us, only a true and righteous life can make us pure.”

“Pure and useless!” Judas answered bitterly. “Indeed, nothing good can come out of Judaea! Wandering ascetics who retire from the world, pure souls who do nothing about the poor dying of hunger and who surrender to the oppressor—these sons of Light are no better than sons of Darkness,” he said, spitting on the ground.

It had long become clear from Judas’s conversation that he was a Zealot. Yet his dissatisfation was also evident to the travelers.

“So, then, Judas—in your eyes, who has true grace? Your own Zealot party seems to come up short as well. You are a true son of Israel who will not tolerate hypocrisy, half measures, or half truths. People like you must find themselves a little alone these days.”

Judas immediately thought of Simon. “Perhaps not so alone,” he said, with the hint of a smile on his lips, like a faint ray of hope.

The two men looked at each other and then revealed to Judas a strange event that had happened not long before Yohanan’s arrest. When his cousin Yeshua2 came to be baptized in the Jordan, Yohanan seemed deeply perturbed. Finally, he cried out: “It is not for me to purify you. I am unworthy to tie your sandals!” The travelers had not been able to hear what was said after this, but the atmosphere became very strange, with flocks of birds wheeling overhead. Some of Yohanan’s disciples left him to follow this man Yeshua. Some of them were already saying that he was the long-awaited one.

Judas trembled. “Then he is the Messiah?”

The others dared not answer.

“Who can say? We do not know this man. Perhaps Yohanan had simply chosen him as his successor, because he’s his cousin . . .”

“But Yohanan has never claimed to be the Messiah!”

“True enough, but he did say that he was sent to prepare the way for his coming.”

“I think your desert ascetic is hallucinating from all his fasting. If the Messiah had really come, it would be obvious and known throughout the land! Even the infidels could not doubt it!”

“If we were incapable of doubt, we would no longer be human,” one of the men replied.

This gave Judas pause for reflection. “It is true that since the beginning of creation, God himself has never tried to convince us of his existence. He leaves just enough traces in the sand for us to believe, and then sends just enough wind to erase them. Perhaps we are truly free, or perhaps life only gives us this illusion.”
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