Morning Celebration      Lent 5        21st March 2010

John 121-8.


We are rightly  concerned and affected when we hear of natural disasters. 250 000 people died in the Boxing day tsumani of 2004. A similar number of people have died in the Haiti earthquake. These events trigger a wave of giving by individuals and groups. This is not to minimise what has happened in these and other so called natural disasters, but think about this more carefully. There are 6 000 000 000 people alive at any one time, and the number is growing. There were 2 000 000 000 when I was born just over sixty years ago. If all of those people live out their allotted seventy years, then on each and every day, 250 000 people die. The same figure as were lost in the 2004 tsunami and more recent earthquake. Why the reporting and media frenzy over one and not the other? The UN estimates that 50 000 people, including 30 000 children die unnecessarily each day from treatable diseases, that’s a tsunami every five days. 1 000 000 000 people, one sixth of the world’s population, live on less than 1$ US a day. Poverty is the greatest cause of premature death, not natural disasters. 


As we progress through Lent, it is not possible to escape the impending death of Jesus. Chapter eleven of John’s gospel ends by telling of the plot by the religious leaders to kill him, so that he no longer went about openly, but stayed in the country for a time. His death would be at the time and choosing of His Father. For this reason, Jesus waited until the time for the Passover was imminent. Only then did he make his move towards Jerusalem. 


The Passover was a significant time for the Jews. It looked back to one of the key moments in their history. As slaves in Egypt, they were prevented from leaving by the Pharaoh. Only after a prolonged confrontation between Pharaoh and God’s spokesman, Moses, were the people able to make their escape. God passed judgement on the people of Egypt and their leader in a series of plagues, each of which was designed to encourage Pharaoh to let the Jews go, each of which confirmed the hardness of the heart of Pharaoh to ignore and disobey God. The final plague involved the death of each first born in the land, animal and child. The only escape would be to smear the blood of a freshly killed lamb on the door-posts of the house, which is what the Jews did. The angel sent to do the command of God, passed over each house where there was blood on the door-posts, and the people were able to make their escape when Pharaoh realised what his obstinacy had led to. This event was commemorated each year by the Jews, and pilgrims went up there each year. The city would have been crowded, noisy, with so many people, and all the sheep milling around in preparation for the sacrifice and subsequent festival. Jesus knew the symbolism of the Passover and fully understood that his death would be a fulfilment and a completion of that first Passover. Paul picked up the connection between the Passover and the death of Jesus, when he said in 1Corinthians chapter 5 verse 7 that “Christ our Passover lamb has been sacrificed.”


Jesus chose this time, six days before the Passover, to spend time with his friends in Bethany, just outside Jerusalem. Michelle Guiness spoke of this aspect of Jewish life and culture in her recent visit. The Jews knew how to party and celebrate and Jesus shared fully in that part of the culture of his people. It was, after all, something that God had commanded and commended. They shared together in a meal. What better way to spend time with those you love and care about? Lazarus especially had something to talk to Jesus about, for Jesus had raised him from death in a dramatic foreshadowing of his own resurrection, just over a week in the future. Lazarus himself was in danger. If you look ahead in the chapter to verses nine and ten, the chief priests were planning to take his life because many people were following Jesus after he had raised Lazarus from death. No doubt Lazarus had many questions to ask Jesus. You can imagine him wanting to know why Jesus had brought him out of the tomb, only for his life to be placed in mortal danger once again. Martha served at table, not now in a huff because she has been left to do all the work, as on a previous occasion, but gladly and with a good heart. She is a natural at conjuring up a meal at short notice and making people feel at home and relaxed. Mary is still the one who had a different role to play. This time she did so in a wonderful and costly display of devotion. The oil she used was made from the extract of a plant grown in the Himalayas which only grows above 11000 feet, which accounts for its great cost. The jar Mary used was worth a year’s wages for a working man, in the teens of thousands of pounds at today’s prices. It may be that Mary used some of the oil on this occasion and was keeping the rest back for the death of Jesus and his planned anointing in the tomb. This is what is suggested in verse seven. In the event, this was the only opportunity that Mary got to anoint Jesus, for he had risen from death before she could get to anoint his body after the crucifixion. Not only did she spend in an extravagant way, but she let down her hair and wiped the feet of Jesus, unthinkable actions for someone concerned about her reputation with the neighbours.


Judas had no idea what was going on around him. He was blind to the devotion of Mary and deaf to the symbolism of what she was doing. He could only see the apparent waste of several thousand pounds. He used the excuse that this perfume could be sold and used to help the poor. The account clearly explains that his real concern was not for the poor, for he had been helping himself to the money from the common purse that it was his responsibility to look after. Jesus rebuked Judas by commending the generous devotion of Mary and the statement “The poor you always have with you, but you do not always have me.” How sad it is to think that Judas was so close to Jesus, heard him preach and teach, saw his healing ministry and yet was effectively blind to it all. The pull of money, his meanness of spirit and a perverted sense of what he wanted Jesus to do all worked together to drag him away from being a follower of Jesus. Mary, Martha and Lazarus may have struggled to understand or follow Jesus, but they kept coming back to him in repentance, faith and a deeper trust. Judas never did. Instead, he threw in his lot with the murderers of his Lord. The happiest experience we can ever have is to know the joy of forgiven sin. The greatest danger we will ever face is to allow painful experiences to drive us away from the Lord rather than into his loving arms.


The writer of the book of Hebrews tells us that “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.” For the people of Israel, it was the shed blood of the Passover lamb that reminded of them of the time in their history when the angel of God passed over their sins and rescued them from Egypt. The writer of the gospel makes it clear that the death of Jesus is the fulfilment of this long history. Jesus is the Passover Lamb of God. Not a bone of his body was broken on the cross, just as no bone of the Passover lamb was broken. We cannot earn God’s forgiveness of our sin and disobedience, we may only claim the shed blood of the Saviour Jesus, who died in our place and for our sakes on the cross. This is the only ground upon which we may celebrate and worship God as our Lord and Saviour.


It is interesting that the scene played out in our reading is in the context of a meal, and a celebration meal at that. It was encouraging and heart warming to hear Michelle Guiness talk about this aspect of our lives as Christians. It is something positive, as opposed to the negative stereotype that is often portrayed of Christians as dour and joyless. It was Graham, our previous Bishop, who wanted the Church to have more parties and fewer meetings. Perhaps it should be the first item on the next PCC agenda. Certainly, as individuals and families, inviting people round for a meal is a natural and easy way of getting alongside them.


What came out of this celebration of the coming Passover that Jesus shared with his friends? First of all, it was an opportunity for simple service. Martha’s gift was that of service. She prepared and served the meal. Clearly, if there is to be a party, someone has to get things organised and prepare the food. Is that your gift? Then thank God for it and make use of it. It will bear much fruit in the life of the Church and the community.


Secondly, it was an opportunity for Lazarus to talk to Jesus about what had happened to him and to share with him his concerns for the future. His life was threatened. He needed to think this through and be prepared. We are not all in line for life threatening persecution, but we are all mortal. It may be that we have an illness that we are worried and concerned about. In the context of a meal, and with people we trust and love, we can talk about our worries and concerns. Members of the prayer team are present and available during the shared fellowship meal of Holy Communion, so that we may come for prayer for ourselves and those we love.


Thirdly it was an opportunity for Mary to demonstrate her devotion to Jesus. She was able to be herself, with no restraint, no pretence. This costly act was the way she revealed her love for Jesus. We don’t have the physical body of Jesus to anoint or his feet to wipe with our hair. Some of us don’t have the hair available anyway. I think the actions of Mary are recorded so that we may understand that being a disciple and follower of Jesus is an all or nothing thing. She gave all her wealth, she surrendered all her reputation. Jesus demands no less from us. We cannot be a disciple, a follower of Jesus, and hold anything back.


Fourthly, it was an opportunity for Jesus to challenge Judas with the consequences of his lack of commitment. Here was a man who did not trust that his needs would be met by God, to the extent that he stole money from the common purse. His true motives were laid bare by his response to the actions of Mary. He used the poor as an excuse to justify his opinion of what Mary did. Jesus reserved his harshest words for the hypocrites, those who professed one thing with their lips, but whose hearts were far from him. It is good to be encouraged and uplifted by what we hear and do in Church, but there are also times when we are challenged and confronted by God’s Holy Spirit. What is our attitude to money? Do we really trust that God will supply our needs? God does not look for perfection, but for our commitment and a willingness to trust Him.


“The poor you always have with you.” To return to where I started, the scandal of poverty. It affects the lives of a third of the world’s population. It causes, as I mentioned, the premature death of 50 000 people every day. There is not time to explore this in detail, but I would commend to you a book by Dewi Hughes, who is the theological advisor for Tearfund, “Power and Poverty.” His conviction is that the suffering through poverty of such a vast number of people in our day is overwhelmingly the result of the misuse of power by others. The work of the Church throughout the world is to pray and to live prophetically. That is, to be a foretaste of what heaven is like. In heaven there is just government, no sorrow, no poverty. This is what Jesus will usher in when he returns in glory. So, we, as members of the Church are to demonstrate today, in our daily lives, our concern at the scandal of poverty. How? By giving, by praying, by speaking up on behalf of those who do not have a voice. The Y4 group showed what can be done last weekend, when they fasted for twenty four hours and raised money for Tearfund as they did so. Not just that, but they prayed for the victims of natural disasters, those orphaned by AIDS/HIV, and gave thanks for communities who now have clean water and sanitation, where before they had neither. The verse “The poor are always with you,” is not an excuse for doing nothing, but neither should our concern for the poor be driven by guilt or a duty that crowds out any sense of joy. Jesus knew how to party and to serve the poor. Lets do the same, by his grace and equipping.

