
The Lessons Appointed for Use on
the

Fifth Sunday in Lent
Year C
RCL

    Isaiah 43:16-21
    Psalm 126
    John 12:1-8

Almighty God, you alone can bring into order the unruly wills and affections of sin-

ners: Grant your people grace to love what you command and desire what you promise; 

that, among the swift and varied changes of the world, our hearts may surely there be 

fixed where true joys are to be found; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and 

reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.
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INTRODUCTION OF THE COLLAGE

Excerpted from Luke 23:26-43 As the soldiers led him away, they seized Simon from 

Cyrene, who was on his way in from the country, and put the cross on him and 

made him carry it behind Jesus. A large number of people followed him, includ-

ing women who mourned and wailed for him. Two other men, both criminals, 

were also led out with him to be executed. When they came to the place called 

the Skull, they crucified him there, along with the criminals—one on his right, 

the other on his left. Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what 

they are doing.” And they divided up his clothes by casting lots. The people stood

watching, and the rulers even sneered at him. They said, “He saved others; let 

him save himself if he is God’s Messiah, the Chosen One.” One of the criminals 

who hung there hurled insults at him: “Aren’t you the Messiah? Save yourself 

and us!” But the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God,” he said, 

“since you are under the same sentence? We are punished justly, for we are get-

ting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” Then he 

said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  Jesus answered 

him, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in paradise.”
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Isaiah 43:16-21

Thus says the Lord,
who makes a way in the sea,
a path in the mighty waters,

who brings out chariot and horse,
army and warrior;

they lie down, they cannot rise,
they are extinguished, quenched like a wick:

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.

The wild animals will honor me,
the jackals and the ostriches;

for I give water in the wilderness,
rivers in the desert,

to give drink to my chosen people,
the people whom I formed for myself

so that they might declare my praise.
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Psalm 126

In convertendo

1 When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, 
then were we like those who dream.

2 Then was our mouth filled with laughter, 
and our tongue with shouts of joy.

3 Then they said among the nations, 
“The Lord has done great things for them.”

4 The Lord has done great things for us, 
and we are glad indeed.

5 Restore our fortunes, O Lord, 
like the watercourses of the Negev.

6 Those who sowed with tears 
will reap with songs of joy.

7 Those who go out weeping, carrying the seed, 
will come again with joy, shouldering their sheaves.
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John 12:1-8

Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he

had raised from the dead. There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus 

was one of those at the table with him. 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. But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was 

about to betray him), said, “Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii 

and the money given to the poor?” (He said this not because he cared about the poor, 

but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put 

into it.) Jesus said, “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.”
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SERMON

Let’s review. On the first Sunday in Lent, I spoke about temptation. To emphasize 

how easily we are seduced by the temptations of the world, I spoke about the great Jew-

ish prayer, the Shema, which begins

Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One. 
And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your might. 

Jews recite the Shema morning and evening to remind themselves of their proper re-

lationship with God because they recognize that living in the world presents endless 

temptations to compromise God’s purposes. We cannot give in to these temptations 

without being false to God's intentions for us. We’re too soon old and too late smart, un-

less we constantly remind ourselves.

On the second Sunday in Lent, my topic was purpose. Humans have an insatiable 

hunger for purpose. This human hunger for purpose in life echos God’s purpose for us, 

for He has made us to reflect His purposes into His creation. We cannot live without 

purpose. We either honor God's purpose for us or we construct false purposes, and do 

much harm.

The third Sunday in Lent, I examined the very unpopular idea of submission. I ob-

served that the most important battle of our time isn't between the good, decent people 

and those villains who would do us harm. Finding villains to fear is easy and the temp-

tation to do so is great. The world can be a really scary place, but God’s purpose isn’t to 

call you to safety and comfort. It is to call you to submission to God’s purpose for you. 

The most important battle of our time is played out in our own souls as we struggle be-

tween God's purpose for us and the call of our own desires. It is in submission to God’s 

purpose that we find our escape from the fear that seems to govern everything we do to-

day.

Last Sunday, I spoke of restoration. In the parable of the two sons, Jesus showed 
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that however often we deviate from God’s purpose for us, restoration is still possible. As

my mentor wrote this week:

This season of Lent, may we remember that God desires restoration 
and new beginnings for ALL of us. Restoration provides for the mend-
ing of broken lives and brings closure to difficult chapters in life – 
restoration invites employment, voting rights, restoration of family 
and wellness. The sacred texts of the monotheistic faiths demand we 
address this issue. “Whoever repents after his wrongdoing and makes 
amends, then verily God will accept his repentance and verily God is 
the Forgiving, the Merciful” (Quran 5:39). "Forgive us our sins, for we
also forgive everyone who sins against us” (Luke 11:4a).1

God loves all His children, even when we go deaf to His call to purpose, and offers 

us a way back to the peace that exceeds all understanding.

Temptation, purpose, submission and restoration. A collection of roses to consider as

we approach the celebration of Palm Sunday. We have a purpose for being here. That 

purpose is honored when we submit to the will of God. Our fears tempt us constantly to 

compromise with God's purpose for us, but restoration is always possible. John’s ac-

count of a dinner party at the home of Lazarus gives us a structure from which to exam-

ine our four roses of Lent.

Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus,
whom he had raised from the dead. There they gave a dinner for him. 
Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those at the table with him.

John is at pains to point out that this Lazarus is the same Lazarus who was raised 

from the dead. He tosses it off so casually, I always want to reply, “Oh! THAT 

Lazarus!” What John is actually signaling, though, is that we are in the presence of the 

divine. We are on notice that what is about to happen is significant beyond the bare 

words of the account.

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 fra-
grance of the perfume.

1 Rev. Lon Oliver

2



John drops his second hint that this account isn’t of a simple dinner party. We are in 

a numinous space, in the presence of the Holy. The numinous quality of the events 

spread through the house with the scent of the nard Mary had purchased. We need to 

know something about nard to understand what John is telling us. It’s not just any per-

fume.

Nardostachys jatamansi is a flowering plant of the Valerian family that
grows in the Himalayas of Nepal, China, and India. The plant grows to
about 1 meter (3 ft) in height and has pink, bell-shaped flowers. It is 
found in the altitude of about 3,000 to 5,000 m (9,800 to 16,400 ft). Rhi-
zomes (underground stems) can be crushed and distilled into an in-
tensely aromatic amber-colored essential oil, which is very thick in 
consistency.2

The pound of pure nard that Mary used had been gathered from locations in the Hi-

malayas, from altitudes between 9,800 feet and 16,400 feet. It had been dug, its rhi-

zomes had been crushed then distilled, and the resultant perfume transported overland 

from China to Palestine by animals and on the backs of humans coming down the 

mountain. Judas valued it at three hundred denarii, but that’s irrelevant. It’s true value 

lies in the human effort which went into its production. All creation joined in the pro-

duction of this precious oil and it affects all around it for John tells us that the house 

was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. John is the most mystical and symbolic of 

the gospels. You have to pay close attention.

Now, in an act foreshadowing Jesus’ washing the feet of His disciples, Mary anoints

Jesus’ feet with the nard. Judas protests, but Jesus replies

Jesus said, “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.”

Leave Judas aside. He has his own problems. Focus instead on the trajectory of the 

story John is giving us. Jesus’ purpose is to die to proclaim a new thing, a new creation, 

2 Wikipedia
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to people who are, in the main, ungrateful and who will actively demand his death un-

der the most horrifying circumstances. His will is bent to submission to this purpose. 

Mary has joined in His purpose, laying aside temptations to compromise with it, even 

by an act that would otherwise be praiseworthy – feeding the poor. 

Look at our cross. Look at the crown of thorns. Think about nails driven through 

your flesh. Think of people deliberately inflicting agony upon you and laughing over 

your screams. Don’t think of Jesus bravely facing the cross, confident of the resurrec-

tion. Think of what he knew he would suffer. Think of his fear, his dread. I go weak in 

the knees when I visit the dentist, yet, Jesus faced his fears because he was determined 

to follow his purpose to the very end.

Today’s world is frightening. I’m scared. You’re scared. We may be frightened of 

different things, but it is undeniable that much of the public discourse we hear today is 

fear driven. It is equally undeniable that the promises made to us, that this one or that 

one will protect us from what we fear, are temptations to deviate from God’s purpose 

for us. What we don’t hear is a voice urging us to face up to these temptations to fear 

and to submit ourselves to the purposes of God. Our four roses of Lent teach us that 

God has a purpose for each of us, that submission to God is the only true path to securi-

ty, that our weak natures lead us to give in to temptation and follow our fears and our 

desires, but that restoration is always possible.

Be courageous, Christian! You are called to the purposes of God! Master your fears 

in the certainty that God has you firmly in the palm of His hand.

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

We prayed today

Patient Lord, we find it easy to blame others and other circumstances 
for the things which happen in our lives. Too often we want you to be a
“magic” presence which will, with the wave of a wand, cure our ills, 
give us success and happiness; but we don’t necessarily want to take 
responsibility for our attitudes and actions. 

We must constantly guard against the thought that God exists to bring about our 

will, and instead embrace submission to God of whom Isaiah reminds us:

Thus says the Lord,
who makes a way in the sea,
a path in the mighty waters,
who brings out chariot and horse,
army and warrior;
they lie down, they cannot rise,
they are extinguished, quenched like a wick:
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?

God is doing a new thing, and has great purpose for you. As we part one from the 

other, live in awareness of God's promise

For I, the Lord your God,
   hold your right hand;
it is I who say to you, ‘Do not fear,
   I will help you.
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2016 J. Stewart Schneider
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