
Maundy Thursday sermon text 

 

The year is 1300. It is the night of Maundy Thursday, and the poet 
Dante Alighieri begins his poem on the Inferno, finding himself lost in 
a dark wood where he meets the soul of the Roman poet Virgil who 
agrees to guide him down through the nine circles of hell. They come 
to the entrance gate which is marked by a stark warning message: 

“Through me you pass into the grievous city,  

Through me you pass into eternal pain,  

Through me you pass among those who are lost 

Abandon all hope, you who enter here.”  

The tormented souls suffering in hell stretch out in a series of nine 
concentric circles, and the poet Dante is taken aback by the sheer 
scale of what he sees before him.  

 

The first circle is populated by those who have died unbaptised, the 
second by those who are guilty of lust. The third circle is the realm of 
the gluttonous, and the fourth is for those who have been greedy 
and avaricious. The fifth circle of hell is for the wrathful who could 
not contain their anger, and the sixth is the place of heretics. 
Violence is the sin of those in the seventh circle, and deception that 
of those in the eighth. But the deepest realm of the underworld is 
reserved for the traitors, those whose treachery has betrayed the 
love they should have shared in the relationships they enjoyed. Here 
Dante finds Judas Iscariot, the disciple who betrayed Jesus after the 
Last Supper. 

 

 



For on this night, Jesus washed the feet of his disciples, to show how 
they should give of themselves in love and service to others. On this 
night he broke bread and showed how his body would be broken on 
the Cross. On this night he poured out wine to show how his blood 
would be poured out in sacrifice for the sins of the world, and called 
upon his followers to do these things in remembrance of him, that 
the world might come to know the extent of the Father’s love in the 
words and actions of the Son, recreated by those filled with the 
Spirit.  

 

But Judas had other ideas. Convinced perhaps that Jesus was going 
about this the wrong way, convinced perhaps that armed resistance 
was a preferable outcome, or maybe even motivated by greed and 
self-interest, he could not understand how Jesus’ death could be 
anything other than failure. And he betrayed his friend and master 
into the hands of those who sought his destruction. He thought he 
knew better. But he was not the first nor the last to think this. 
Abraham thought he knew better when he had a child with Hagar, 
and Moses thought he knew better when he ran away to Midian, and 
Gideon thought he knew better when he questioned God’s mission 
for him, and Jonah when he fled to Tarshish, and Isaiah protesting 
about his unclean lips, and John the Baptist questioning his baptism 
of Jesus, or Mary and Martha when they thought Jesus should have 
arrived sooner to heal Lazarus. And the disciples when they fled, and 
even Peter, so sure of his faith and support, when he denied that he 
knew Jesus on that same night that Judas betrayed him. Peter 
betrayed him, too. 

  



 

The difference is that these others came to accept and understand 
that God’s way is not man’s way, and they followed God’s plan for 
them to bring about his will, despite their misgivings. For God was 
even able to turn Judas’ betrayal and Peter’s denial to his advantage 
in ensuring that his plan for mankind should be fulfilled. 

In time, Peter accepted Jesus’ forgiveness when he was asked three 
times whether he loved him and was given the responsibility for care 
of the flock. It is encouraging therefore that forgiveness is available 
to all who would in due humility receive it and atone for their guilt. 

For there is nowhere that the all-powerful love of God cannot 
extend, not even the very depths of hell. Who then is condemned for 
eternity? Not simply those who have sinned, but rather those who 
are unwilling to accept God’s love and forgiveness 

 

 

The consequences are clear – we are all sinners, but through Jesus’ 
sacrifice on the Cross we are all offered the possibility of 
redemption. We need only to have the humility to accept this fact 
and to allow ourselves to be absolved from our sins by the all-
embracing Love of God. 

So, is Judas still in hell? Maybe so, but not because God’s love does 
not extend even to him, only because in his arrogance he is unwilling 
to believe that he, too, can be saved. 

God does not wish for us eternal punishment and isolation, but 
eternal life together with him in heaven, so for Judas there is still 
Hope. And this is important to believe, because if there is hope for 
Judas, then there is hope for me. 


