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A sermon preached by the Reverend Stanley A. Dubowski on the Fifth Sunday in Lent, March 21, 2010

Year C:  Isaiah 43:16-21; Psalm 126; Philippians 3:4b-14; John 12:1-8

Do not remember the former things, or consider things of old.  

I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?

(
Lent is about our role in doing a new thing—by learning to be different—learning yet again how to be children of God who see and serve God in everyone we meet—most especially those who are in need.

Our Lenten discipline of reflection and repentance is about becoming new—again.  God’s grace allows us to look and learn, to grow and change, allows us to be renewed and able to reconcile one to another.  If we accept God’s help we really can forget the past with all the hurts, all the traumas—and we can make a new beginning.  

To help us see how serious God is about doing a new thing we have this story about an upside down dinner party recorded in today’s Gospel portion.

It’s the week before Jesus will make his triumphal entrance into Jerusalem.  Passover is coming and, like all faithful Jews, Jesus and the disciples are headed to Jerusalem.  On the way, they’ve stopped in Bethany where Jesus has just raised his friend Lazarus from the dead and now a dinner party is being thrown in his honor at the home of Lazarus, Martha, and Mary.  

A not-so-long-ago dead guy at the table is not the only unusual thing about this dinner party.  Martha is waiting on those at table which makes no sense because she would have had hired help based on what we know about the family and its economic status.  And to make the story even more unusual, Mary anoints the feet of the rabbi during dinner.  Feet were washed before dinner started, not after.  Heads were anointed, not feet.

Things are all upside down.  This is not the way it’s done in Palestine 2000 or so years ago.  The author of the 4th Gospel relates a very much upside-down party.  These women are out of place, doing things they should not be doing—and there is a guy who once was dead but is now sitting there at the table as though everything is normal.  And Mary’s anointing smells up the whole house with this perfume so the place smells like a funeral parlor!

By the way, nard was a very expensive ointment or perfume.  We’re told that the amount Mary uses to anoint the feet of Jesus would have cost as much as a laborer made in one year.  In today’s economy, that jar would be worth more than $10,000.  So there’s some very expensive anointing going on here.  This extravagant act prompts Judas (who is the Chief Financial Officer of “The New Way Ministry of Rabbi Jesus”) to question the decision to waste money on this fancy ointment with no mention that it’s a very weird anointing.  

The nard could have been sold and the money could have been used for their mission to the poor.  Judas is very good at being the corporate conscience and, despite speculation about his real motive; he does raise a practical issue about waste. 

But—God is doing a new thing.  Forget the past; things are going to be different—very different.  God incarnate is among us to establish the beginning of the new creation.

Let her be.

Leave her alone.

The response from Jesus is interesting and at first might seem a bit disturbing:

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.

What did he say? 

You always have the poor with you…

That sounds harsh.  Is Jesus passing a kind of life sentence on the poor?  Or is this some sort of warning?

…but you do not always have me.

Jesus is making a prediction.  He’s predicting his own crucifixion and death.  He’s reminding everyone that his physical presence is temporary and will come to an end very soon.

What Jesus says here seems to be widely misunderstood and often misinterpreted.  Jesus is not writing off those who are poor; not saying that their situation will never change; not saying it is OK to overlook them.  What he is saying is that his own death and burial is immanent.  He seems to be suggesting a pause or maybe suggesting a break from the usual focus on the poor and those in need so that he can prepare himself and the disciples to deal with the horror of what is to come and the fact that there will be no time to do the usual funeral ritual and anointing when he is crucified, dead, and buried.  So—as gross as it is, Mary is preparing his body for its burial now—in the middle of dinner!  

(
We do have Jesus with us today and every day – but we don’t have Jesus.  Jesus is not locked away in some tabernacle somewhere.  Jesus doesn’t come at our beck and call.  Instead Jesus comes to us and calls us, invites us to accept our role, to do our share in the work of bringing about God’s new thing.

So we must be careful because Jesus isn’t telling us that we shouldn’t be concerned because there will always be poor people and there’s nothing we can do about it.  If we’ve been paying attention we know from the context of his life and ministry that Jesus was constantly focused on the poor and those in need.  So what we have here is not a prediction about the state of the poor but it is a reminder that we must act to change their status.  

We have this time out, this pause while Jesus is prepared for burial now because there will be no time later.  The time out gives us a chance to perceive that God is doing a new thing.  It really is springing forth.  God’s vision as detailed in Holy Scripture which is the Strategic Plan of Salvation is all about change management.  God knows that change is always possible and that we are to be change agents—changing ourselves and the world around us.

This dinner party is just far too weird and way out of sync with social convention.   However, this unconventional dinner is just a brief preview of coming attractions presented so we can come to grips with the radically new creation because it really will be different because God is doing a new thing.  

God calls us to join in as God builds the New Jerusalem.  To do that we must forget the past, forget our old ways.  We must change, repent, and renew our lives and our direction.  We must work at being changed; work at being different so we can make the world different.  

(
Abraham Lincoln is supposed to have said:

God must have loved poor people, he made so many of them.

Whether or not Lincoln actually said that, we are called as Christians to look at our actions and our behavior to see whether or not we consciously or unconsciously avoid or distance ourselves from those we label as poor.  

We will always have the poor if we do nothing more than feel sorry for them.  

We will always have the poor if we do nothing more than blame them for their situation.  

We are called today to continue our work at repentance so that we can be spiritually whole and not just religiously pious.  We are called to be part of the kind of change that we see at this crazy dinner party.  We are called to come to the Eucharistic banquet where we will rub shoulders with our fellow pilgrims regardless of the value of their portfolio.  

The poor are with us.  They are in our care and in our presence—and they are not to be mere objects of our charity.  We need to see the generosity in the readings today—the return of Lazarus to life, the dinner for Jesus, the anointing of Jesus.  As we continue to build the New Jerusalem, we are called to repent, to change, to live out the faith we profess even though it may be tough at times.  Jesus calls us to avoid occupying the judgment seat, to change our thinking, to change our perspective, and calls us to care for the poor.  

Its all upside down, roles are reversed, a dead guy is alive and the dinner table eating, the itinerant preacher who has never really had a home and who will not even have his own grave is being prepared for his burial in that loaned grave before he gives up his life.   

Despite our periodic doubts, God cares and God is generous beyond our comprehension.

Lent is about learning to be different, about joining God’s work to do a new thing, learning over again how to be children of God who see and serve God in everyone we meet.

Forget the past and all the hurts, all the suffering.  

Forgive and forget and forge a new way, a new life.   

Be generous in forgiveness and miserly in grudge-bearing.  

God is with us.  

God is for us.  

God loved us and came among us to show us the way to new life.  

Do not remember the former things or consider things of old.  


God is doing a new thing!! 



Come, be generous, and join in establishing this new thing!   
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