
Interview with the Author — Robert S. Turner

What prompted you to write this book? 
It actually started out as a short story or dramatic monologue. I have written a number of 
other such pieces about different persons' interactions with Jesus, and I was contemplating 
collecting them for a possible book. The idea of a suicide note from Judas intrigued me. 
Once I got going, however, I realized it was not going to be a short story. I thought, I've got 
a novella on my hands. After a certain point it became clear that I was working on a full-
blown novel, and A Rope for Judas was born.

In your Acknowledgments, you mention that the working title of the book was 
The Son of Ahithophel. In the final version of the novel you use that as a chapter 
title. Who was Ahithophel, and how does he relate to the story of Judas? 
Ahithophel was an advisor to King David in the Hebrew Scriptures. When David's son 
Absalom rebelled and set himself up as king in his father's place, Ahithophel betrayed David 
and went over to Absalom. He was such an effective counselor that David sent one of his 
other advisors to pretend to defect to Absalom and thwart Ahithophel's good advice with 
bad advice of his own. When Ahithophel saw that he had been supplanted as Absalom's 
advisor, and knowing that he could not go back to David, he went home, put his affairs in 
order, and hanged himself. The parallels between Ahithophel and Judas, one of whom 
betrayed David and the other the Son of David, were not lost on me. In fact, I read years 
ago the opinion that the character of Judas in the New Testament was actually based on 
Ahithophel. I just took that idea and ran with it.

A ROPE FOR JUDAS has a rather somber ending. Do you think that will turn 
readers off? 
That's up to them, I guess. There was really no other way to end the story, given the 
parameters of what we know about Judas from the Bible. It's a tragedy, after all. And the 
greatest tragedy, from a Christian perspective, is the one that is and must remain unspoken
—that if Judas had held on a little longer, he might have found reconciliation and 
restoration with the risen Jesus, but despair won out over hope. He couldn't see any way 
forward and decided that ending his life was the only viable option. As someone who has his 
own struggles with depression, I recognize the temptation to give in to despair. But it's still 
tragic.

You are a Christian minister, and your novel follows the biblical storyline— 
More or less. 



Right. But it doesn't come across as a religious book. Jesus seems less like a 
religious figure, the Son of God, and more like a community organizer. Did you 
intend it that way? 
Absolutely. One of the worst things the church has done, in my opinion, is to turn Jesus into 
a religious figure. It's a modern conceit to distinguish between the sacred and the so-called 
secular realms, to separate religion and politics. Jesus and his contemporaries knew no such 
distinctions. He was a healer. He was an exorcist. He was a preacher and teacher. He was, as 
you say, a community organizer. And he was a social gadfly who challenged conventional 
wisdom and practice at every turn. He was not a politician, but he was profoundly political 
in his message and activities. That's what got him killed. The theories of the atonement—
that Jesus died to save us from our sins—came later. Historically, I think, he was an 
outspoken prophet who ran afoul of the authorities, both Jewish and Roman, and they made 
quick work of him once he came to Jerusalem.

Speaking of the Jewish authorities, are you afraid of accusations of anti-
Semitism from your depiction of the chief priests and scribes as conspirators and 
plotters? You hew pretty close to the gospel narratives on that score. 
Well, the primary sources we have for the life and death of Jesus are the New Testament 
gospels, so it would be a mistake to disregard their testimony entirely. I know the prevailing 
wisdom is that Rome was the primary actor in the death of Jesus, and I agree with that. He 
died on a Roman cross, after all; he wasn't stoned to death. And I try to bring out in my 
telling of the story that Pilate was in fact the prime mover behind the scenes—he was 
putting pressure on the chief priests to take care of the troublemaker or he would take 
matters into his own hands. But none of that exonerates the power brokers on the Jewish 
side of the equation. Jesus ticked off a lot of different people; he was an equal opportunity 
offender. Plus, I am careful to point out that it was the chief priests and the scribal class 
who most wanted Jesus dead. The rank-and-file priests don't really register an opinion, and 
the people as a whole remain staunchly on the side of Jesus to the very end. A Rope for Judas 
has no howling mob screaming, "Crucify him!" or saying, "His blood be on us and our 
children." The story of Jesus is an indictment of power holders regardless of nationality or 
religion. Power corrupts and all that. So I think one would have to work pretty hard to twist 
what I have written into some blanket condemnation of "the Jews." But as we know, in these 
hypersensitive times accusations of insensitivity or outright anti-Semitism are always in the 
holster, ready to be drawn and fired, so I suppose I'll just have to take my chances.

Where do you find hope in the story of Judas? 
I don't. Judas's story is at best a cautionary tale. He gave in to the despair and cynicism, but 
we don't have to. The hope I have is for the rest of us—for everyone reading the book. 
Unlike Judas, we know the next scene in the play: resurrection. Easter changes everything. It 
redeems all the ugliness and pain and suffering that went before. I believe that deep in my 
bones. I wouldn't be a Christian otherwise. As Frederick Buechner's Godric says, "All the 
death that ever was, set next to life, would scarcely fill a cup." That's one of the best lines 
ever written, I think. The best and truest and most hopeful. So, yes, I do find hope, but it 
exists outside the story of Judas, because he couldn't or wouldn't hold on long enough to see 
it. 



Is that what you mean by what you say in your Acknowledgments: "Perhaps ... a 
tragedy is just a comedy whose last act has yet to be written"? 
Exactly. I believe in the reign of God—Jesus's proclamation of the world as it should be, 
redeemed from the dark powers that hold sway now and seek to dominate us, mind, body, 
and soul. I believe that a day is coming when all that is wrong will be made right, when 
reconciliation and restoration overcome estrangement, when peace and justice become the 
rule rather than the exception. And I believe those things are happening right now on a 
small scale. I see it in the work of Rev. William Barber and the Poor People's Campaign. I 
see it in my friend Abe Bonowitz and his work to abolish the death penalty.  I see it in Black 
Lives Matter and #MeToo. I see it in the lives of faithful people all over the globe who daily 
resist the corrosive nature of this fallen world by meeting violence with nonviolence, 
darkness with light, and hatred with love. And one glorious day that last act will be written, 
the tragedy will turn out to be a comedy after all, and everything will end in joy. It is my 
hope that even Judas will be a part of the celebration when that day finally comes.


