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Lent 5, Year C 2022 

The Church of the Redeemer, Greenville, SC 

April 3, 2022 

 

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

 

“The dinner party” 

 

The gospels in the bible link us to people who actually experienced the life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ. Their measure of authority comes from their authenticity to real-life 

witness. Iraneaus, a bishop from the late 2nd century, writes about the gospels: 

 

For as there are four quarters of the world in which we live, and four universal winds, and as the 

Church is dispersed over all the earth, and the gospel is the pillar and base of the Church and the 

breath of life, so it is natural that it should have four pillars, breathing immortality from every 

quarter and kindling the life of men anew. … The Word … has given us the gospel in fourfold 

form, … held together by one Spirit.  

 

For Iraneaus, there is one gospel, one body of work about the Good News, about Jesus the 

Christ, written in four versions. Four stories of the Good News, held together by one Holy Spirit. 

When four different groups of scribes share the same story, like this one today in the gospel of 

John, it must be quite a story.  

 

Jesus is at Martha and Mary’s house, and they are having a dinner party with some close friends. 

We are not surprised to see that Martha is serving, and Mary – we know where we’ll find her – 

she is at Jesus’ feet. Beyond that, there is nothing usual or ordinary about this party. All is not 

well. 

 

A crowd gathers outside to see Lazarus; Lazarus, is seated at the dinner table, and a crowd 

gathers outside to see him, because just last week he was very dead. And with just a few words, 

Jesus had brought Lazarus back to life. Here was Lazarus, eating and drinking at a dinner party 

with Jesus and his friends. It is all rather outrageous. In fact, a council has already met over the 

issue of Jesus, about what Jesus is doing and how people are following him. The council has 

decided that Jesus must be killed, and the authorities are on the lookout for him. They planned to 

kill both Lazarus and Jesus. This dinner party is filled with danger from the outside. 

 

There is danger on the inside, too. One of the other guests is named Judas Iscariot. Judas is a 

thief, and he talks about the nard, the oil, that Mary is pouring over Jesus’ feet. That oil! It could 

have been used to provide for the poor … its value is about one year’s wages – one year! Not 

that Judas would have given the money to the poor, but … those are his words. This is the same 

Judas, son of Simon of Iscariot, who shares in Jesus’ Last Supper, who dips his bread into the 

dish, and into whom Satan enters. Jesus will say to Judas: “do quickly what you are going to do.” 

Judas will bring soldiers to find Jesus in the garden and to arrest him. 

 

Mary. Mary, at Jesus’ feet, is anointing Jesus’ feet, and it is a scandalous act in at least four 

ways. It is one thing to sit at Jesus’ feet when he is teaching, but here: 

Mary loosens her hair in front of men, which an honorable woman does not do; 

She pours oil on Jesus bare feet; a single woman does not touch a single man’s feet, even among 

friends.  
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It is tradition to pour oil on, to anoint, the feet of the dead, not the living. In this act, Mary 

foreshadows Jesus’ death – and Jesus confirms that act with his words. 

Wiping Jesus’ feet with her let-down hair – that is simply bizarre.  

This is no ordinary dinner party. Judas represents evil, all around us, close to us, and friendly. 

Mary prepares Jesus’ body – his feet – for death. In a house that was just getting over the smell 

of Lazarus’ dead body, the fragrant perfume of the foreshadowing of Jesus’ death fills the home. 

This apparently usual dinner party is full of danger, inside and out. The atmosphere is heavy. 

 

We turn to Jesus to find meaning and even (eternal) hope in this strange dinner party. Evil will 

always flirt around us, in ways that might seem friendly. Watch for evil, and in its presence, turn 

to Jesus. When we are with Jesus in presence, prayer, and action in his name, we are in the 

presence of an unbelievable expression of love so tangible that the love fills the space around us 

like fragrant oil.  

 

Jesus’ words about the poor always being with us echo Deuteronomy 15.11: 

“Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I therefore command you, ‘Open 

your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land.’” We can be assured, whatever Jesus said 

and meant, that he is not advocating abandoning the poor, whether that poor is lacking in food, 

clothing, or faith. 

 

God’s will is done through Jesus and through an unbelievable array of people: disciples, women, 

leaders, thieves, those who have no sense of propriety … and us. Yes, Jesus works in and 

through each of us, in all of our being, our flaws, our positive attributes, our fear, our hope.  

 

Yes, our hope. We know how this story ends on paper. Our goal is to know the story “not only 

with our lips, but in our lives … by giving up ourselves to [the Lord’s] service,” to paraphrase an 

old prayer. 

 

This week, as we get closer to Palm Sunday, look for someone or something unbelievable 

through whom God is working. If Jesus can do God’s work through a dead man (Lazarus), 

maybe God can work through you, through me. Maybe the love of Jesus can be found 

permeating … you tell me: 

A classroom in which a student unexpectedly helps another student, 

A ball field on which the underdog wins, 

A garden that needs to be tilled, planted, watered.  

Through a prayer that is finally heard, 

Through a long-awaited family dinner, 

An unexpected phone call, 

A friend, 

Ourselves. 

 

Find extravagant love – or evidence of it – somewhere, somehow, this week. Then come tell 

your friends your witness. What a fabulous party it will be. 


