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Lent 5—Year C 
Isaiah 43:16-21 
Psalm 126 
Philippians 3:4b-14 
John 12:1-8 
 
We are one week out from Holy Week. How did we get here? It always come so fast, too fast. We can 
feel the momentum building. Everything is in motion; it’s dizzying, and like a rollercoaster that’s left 
the station, there’s no turning back. 
 
All the lessons pick up on this theme of motion. Our Collect starts us off by admitting how “unruly 
our wills and affections” are. Have you ever come up against something that your will couldn’t 
conquer, and the harder you tried to force something, control something, the more you tried to go it on 
your own, the worse it got? Have you ever experienced getting swamped by your affections, a.k.a. 
feelings, been completely swept off your feet by your feelings? Well, then you know something about 
“unruly wills and affections.”  
 
The Collect goes on to name “the swift and varied changes of the world”—truer words were never 
spoken. The changes in our world are swifter than we can keep up with; the variations of the changes 
are startling and overwhelming. Our hearts long for a place to be fixed, to be still, to be anchored, 
where true joys are to be found. And the Collect lifts up the resolution, even as it names the 
dilemma—we pray: “God grant your people grace to love what you command and desire what you 
promise.” The answer is surrender—the answer is always surrender—surrendering to loving a life 
tethered to God’s commands, tethered to the way of Jesus, allowing ourselves to desire the fruits of 
a life lived in alignment with God and to yearn for the abundant life that Jesus promises. 
 
Isaiah 43 is contemplating the end of the exile in Babylon and the long hoped for return to 
Jerusalem. It’s hard to maintain hope when you are in the land of the unfamiliar, and you have lived 
through a devastation that you never dreamed possible.  
 
The prophet speaks for the Lord: “Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of 
old. I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a way 
in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.” God is saying, “Don’t keep ruminating on your former 
glory, and all that you have lost, don’t keep combing over every inch of your past. I am about to do a 
new thing. I know you are in the wilderness; I will make a way. I know you are parched and that 
your heart and soul are dry as a desert; I made a way through the sea before to bring you out of 
slavery; I will make a river flow now to quench your thirst.” 
 
The psalmist, too, is speaking to those broken hearts in exile, anticipating that time when they would 
be restored to Zion, anticipating that return home. And here, the motion is an honest naming of all 
the tears that have been shed, and that had to be shed, and that even in the midst of all those tears, 
those weeping are still sowing the seed, believing that life and growth are still possible. The psalmist 
promises that “those who sowed with tears will reap with songs of joy, that those who go out 
weeping, carrying the seed, will come again with joy, shouldering their sheaves.” Continuing to sow 
the seed, it’s not a futile act. It feels futile sometimes, but it’s not. And the psalmist reminds us that 
joy and life will come again. 
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Paul is also wrestling with a life in motion. He is well aware of his exemplary old life—“You have 
reason to be confident in your fleshly accomplishments? Oh, I have more, much, much more.” 
And then he reels off his credentials like one of those signatures on an email with 15 designations under 
the name: “Circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of 
Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the 
church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless. Ha, top that Philippians reading this letter!” 
 
But Paul comes to know that all his fleshly, earthly accomplishments add up to nothing. In fact, all 
those accomplishments add up to a loss when placed next to the value and gain of learning how to 
die and rise with Christ Jesus. Paul knows that, at some point, our sheer will can’t get us over the 
finish line; we, and our will, will hit some wall that we can’t scale; we, and our will, will hit 
something that we just can’t conquer, and the only thing that can carry you on from there is joining 
your suffering to Christ, to go on and allow this life to crucify you, to stretch your arms out wide 
knowing that Jesus’ arms are wider still holding you and your pain, and to trust that somehow, you 
will attain the resurrection that awaits you on the other side of this death and stripping down you 
are having to undergo.  
 
And Paul knows this is the journey of a lifetime. It’s not something we obtain; it’s not a goal we 
reach—it’s a stance we hold, always straining forward trusting that Christ Jesus has made us his 
own and that he will always raise us from every death that takes our breath away. 
 
And then we come to Jesus, and Mary, and Martha, and Lazarus, and Judas. They are all in motion.  
 
It’s six days before the Passover—it’s the day before palm branches are going to wave and Jesus is 
going to make his way into Jerusalem for the last week of his life. He’s come to Bethany, to the 
home of his friend Lazarus whom he had just raised from the dead one chapter before. They gave 
a grand dinner for him. Martha, Lazarus’ sister, served, as was her way, and Mary, the other sister, 
the one who always liked to be near the Teacher and who hung on his every word, she was there, 
too. On this occasion, Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus' 
feet, and wiped them with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.  
 
That got everyone’s attention. Such an intimate act, such a lavish act, such an extravagant act, such an 
over-the-top sensual act. It makes us a bit uncomfortable even to imagine it, let alone witness it.  
 
What could have motivated her to do such a bizarre thing? Could we just pause here and note that Jesus 
has just raised her brother from the dead and brought her through a devastating, traumatic 
experience? Can we honor the fact that Mary has sat at Jesus’ feet and that his teaching has 
changed her life? Is it possible that sheer gratitude sometimes motivates us to extend extravagant, 
slightly unnerving shows of love? Mary loves Jesus with all her heart; she is grateful for Jesus down 
to the last drop of her soul. She’s no fool, and she knows that the authorities are after him, and that his 
days are numbered. She will not have him exit this world without knowing just how deeply she loves 
him. Her life hasn’t stopped moving since she met this beloved Rabbi—her heart and soul have been 
deepening, growing, changing day by day. Others might wait until he’s buried to show their love and 
gratitude, but not
 

 Mary. 
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This act also got Judas’ attention. What Mary did was expensive. That nard was worth 300 
denarii—that’s a year’s worth of wages. That nard could have been sold, and the money given to 
the poor!  
 
The writer of the gospel does a little editorializing here, noting that Judas’ concern wasn’t because 
he cared about the poor, but because Judas was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to 
steal what was put into it. Poor Judas, even the gospel writers have to talk trash about him.  
 
Jesus doesn’t seem to feel that way. He doesn’t accuse Judas of being a thief whose got his hands in 
the common purse; he takes the comment at face value. Jesus simply responds, “Leave her alone. She 
bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. You always have the poor with you, 
but you do not always have me.”  
 
And just to note here, this comment that “you always have the poor with you” isn’t a pass on caring 
for the poor, as some have tried to argue throughout history. Here, Jesus is drawing on Deuteronomy 
15 which proclaims that there will always be poor people and that God’s people are always called to 
be generous with the poor, to share with those in need, always, period, to the end of time. For Jesus, 
the need to care for the poor is ongoing and infinite—this 300 denarii isn’t going to solve that 
infinite and eternal need, only our ongoing generosity and lifelong commitment to our fellow 
human beings will do that. 
 
Jesus is drawing Judas’ gaze back to the core of Mary’s act—LOVE and GRATITUDE, fully and 
bravely and vulnerably expressed, not after someone is gone and can’t receive that love and gratitude, 
but expressed right now, face-to-face, here in the flesh, so that that LOVE and GRATITUDE can be 
received and enjoyed.  
 
It takes a while to learn that there is never a better time to show LOVE and GRATITUDE to someone 
in our life than right now in the present.  
 
So much in motion on this 5th Sunday in Lent, so much that is getting ready to come down, so much 
that is about to take us to our knees, and so much HOPE pouring toward us in this lessons. 
 
If you are in exile and in the wilderness and lost and thirsty, God is going to make a way home and 
show you where the cool waters are. 
 
If you are full of tears, weeping while you sow seed that you can’t imagine will take root and grow, 
you will reap a harvest with songs of joy. If you have had to sow seeds in that strange and empty land 
where the heart is full of grief, you must KNOW that you WILL come again with joy shouldering the 
sheaves that are only cultivated with the sacred water of tears. 
 
If you have depended on the power of your will and the force of your accomplishments and have 
come to that place where all your wins feel like losses leaving you completely empty, if you have hit 
that suffering that you can’t get around, know that Christ Jesus has made you his own, know that 
he is crucified right along with you, know that he holds you in his arms on the cross that you both 
bear, and know that he will raise you into a life you cannot possibly envision from where you are right 
now. Strain forward TRUSTING that resurrection does indeed lie ahead. 
 
And if you are full of LOVE and GRATITUDE, but are reluctant to express it, don’t wait a moment 
longer. Say it, show it, risk it, and take all the hits that come with being that vulnerable. Tend the poor, 
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ALWAYS; pour the nard on the feet of your beloved, TODAY. Christ is incarnate in our human 
flesh, and he keeps showing up in the people who share our lives and in strangers who cross our 
path. People are changing our lives, all the time, in big ways, in little ways—when someone expands 
your heart, when someone says or does something that grows your soul, name it, proclaim it, in word 
and in deed—don’t hold back in showing your LOVE and GRATITUDE. 
 
Amidst all the motion and commotion of this life, among the swift and varied changes of the 
world—to HOPE, to TRUST, to LOVE, to BE GRATEFUL—THESE are the things that truly fix 
our hearts where true joys are to be found. Amen. 
 
The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks  
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April 7, 2019 


