Sermon for the Fifth Sunday of Lent, March 21, 2010. Yr. C.

Isaiah 43:16-21, Psalm 126 Philippians 3:4-14, John 12:1-8

The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

The poor you will always have with you.

In order to make some sense out of today’s gospel it is helpful to keep in mind why this gospel was written. The gospel of John, it seems, was the last of the gospels to be written and that was some seventy years after the death of Jesus. The author was concerned about all the beliefs that were held by different communities about Jesus. Some though he was half-God and half-man; others considered him a man whom God had possessed, others considered him a Messiah.

               John wanted to make it clear that Jesus was with God from the beginning of creation, that he was God, he came from heaven to earth, knew exactly what was going to happen to him, and allowed it to happen. Throughout his gospel John makes statements similar to “so that you may believe.” John wanted is readers to believe in Jesus and to believe that Jesus was God. There are some scholars who thing that John’s gospel was written in opposition to the Gospel of Thomas that showed much more the humanity of Jesus.

         In chapter ten John’s has Jesus making claims such as “I am the good shepherd”  “I am the gate for the sheep.” The tension is increasing between Jesus and the religious establishment in Jerusalem. Jesus makes it clear that he is the Good shepherd, that he is the gate for the sheep. He implies that the religious establishment have led the people astray and he has come to bring them back, to save them. Finally the religious establishment ask Jesus to make it clear whether or not he is the Messiah to which Jesus replies “I have told you and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name testify to me, but you do not believe because you do not belong to my sheep. My sheep hear my voice. I know them and they follow me. The Father and I are one. This was more than the Jews, that is, the religious leaders, could take. They took up stones to stone him but Jesus said to them, I have sown you many good works from the Father. For which of these are you going to stone me? This led to an argument and in the end they attempted 
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to arrest him but he escaped, crossed the Jordan and, again, many people followed him because, according to John, they believed in him.

              It was while he was in the land beyond the Jordan that word came to him that Lazarus was ill. For whatever reason, he did not return immediately and when he did return Lazarus was already in the grave four days. This meant that it was almost two weeks after he had heard the word that Lazarus was ill.

                When he arrived Martha was angry with him but, according to John, Jesus made it clear to Martha, “I am the resurrection and the life, those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”

                  What is interesting is the difference in the dynamic between Martha and Mary toward Jesus. Martha is more direct and confrontative. Mary comes to Jesus, kneels at his feet and says the same thing as Martha, Lord, if you had been here my brother would not have died. Mary is crying and those who are with her are also crying, they are grieving the loss of a good friend. Jesus is touched by their sadness, asks where Lazarus has been buried, he goes to the tomb and calls Lazarus back to life. 

               Once again, the good works of Jesus do not bring the people together. Some believe in him because of this, others run back to Jerusalem to tell the Pharisees what he had done. The Pharisees called a meeting of the council to determine what is to be done about Jesus. They say, What are we to do? This man is performing many signs. If we let him go on like this everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and destroy our holy place and our nation.” 

               In reality the Romans could not have cared less about Jesus. He was not, at that time, a threat to Rome otherwise he would have been arrested much earlier. According to John, he was much more a threat to the Jewish leaders who would not listen to him. John reports that it was Caiaphas, the high priest, who made the final determination it is better that one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed. 
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John then adds this to what Chiaphas said “He did not say this on his own, but being the high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus was about to die for the nation, and not only the nation but to gather into one the dispersed children of God.  In other words, what Chiaphas said was a prophesy from God and implied is that Chiaphas did not know that Jesus’ death was not only for the nation but that his death would also be a time to bring people together. From that point onward Jesus removed himself from the crowd and relocated to Ephraim near the wilderness until the time of the Passover.

                  Apparently it was well known that Jesus would be in Jerusalem for Passover and also it was well known among the people that the religious authorities wanted to arrest him. Chapter eleven ends with this statement [the people were looking for Jesus] and were asking one another “What do you think? Surely he will not come to the festival? Will he?” Now the chief priests and the Pharisees had given orders that anyone who knew where Jesus’ was should let them know, so that they might arrest him.”  He was, we might say, on the most wanted list. Had there been a post office, his photograph would have been up there for all to see. It is interesting to stop and think of Jesus as one of the most wanted people in his time, “wanted” in the sense of the authorities wanted to know where he was located so they could arrest him.

             Six days before the Passover, Jesus returned from the wilderness to Bethany to his friends, Martha, Mary, and Lazarus who gave a dinner for him. Apparently they were not afraid of the Jewish authorities or the Pharisees. This dinner included his disciples and many of his friends. So this was a clear violation of the orders by the chief priests and the Pharisees. These people were in fact harboring a criminal. 

                It takes a lot of courage for people to stand up to religious and/or civil authorities. They run the risk of experiencing the same treatment as the one they are protecting. And yet, throughout history we have many stories of individuals and groups who took it upon themselves to protect those whom they considered to be of worth despite what the local or state authorities thought. 

                 It is one thing to hide someone quietly. It is an entirely different matter when you fly in the face of the authorities and throw a dinner party for the one whom they want 
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to arrest and do it publicly.  John records that when the great crowd of Jews learned that Jess was there they came not only because Jesus was there but also to see Lazarus whom he had raised from the dead so the chief priests planned to put Lazarus to death as well 

since it was on account of him that many of the Jews were deserting and believing in Jesus.

            We can only guess at what the atmosphere at the home of Mary, Martha and Lazarus was like while Jesus was there. On one hand, we might be justified in thinking that everyone was nervous, that there was a tension in the air, as they would have been expecting the authorities to show up at any minute. And yet the gospel does not indicate this. Rather there is a calm atmosphere. John records that Martha served, Lazarus was one of those who sat at the table with Jesus and that Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet and wiped them with her hair. According to the gospel of John, this would have been the second time Mary did this for Jesus.

Keep in mind that Jesus had just returned from the wilderness, he was probably hot, tired, and sore. While Martha took care of his nutritional needs, Lazarus took care of his social needs, Mary took care of his physical needs and she spared no expense.  Pure nard was extremely expensive.

              In today’s world people point to the extravagance of the lifestyles of the rich and famous, they are outraged at the amount of money used for programs like the Golden Globe and Oscar awards. There are those who say that this money would be better spent if it were sent to third world countries, given to local programs for charity, etc. 

                Judas made a similar comment to those around him and Jesus heard it and immediately reprimanded Judas saying ‘Leave her alone. She bought it 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.  

                    On one hand we can say that John is making a statement here that Jesus knew he was going to be crucified. On the other hand Jesus is making a statement that the poor are a constant is society. There are those who are poor because they will never be rich in terms of material possessions or finance. There are those who are made poor by 
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those who exploit others and have no problem in ruining the lives of people for personal gain. There are those who become poor because of  mistakes make in their lives. 

             The reality is, no matter how they arrived at the destination of being poor; it is our responsibility as their brothers and sisters to help them, not in a condescending manner, but with an open heart and with compassion. We have to keep in mind the words of Jesus: I was thirsty and you gave me to drink, I was hungry and you fed me, I was in prison and you visited me, I was naked and you clothed me, And the people aid When did we seen you hungry, or naked, or in prison or thirsty and he replied “As long as you did it to the least of my brothers and sisters you did it to me.”

