
Sermon for Lent 5C 
Sunday, March 13, 2016 

“Embrace the Unexpected” 

Text: John 12:1-8 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

Every four years a leap year occurs, and in addition to the month 
of February having a 29th day, two other major events happen in the 
world during a leap year:  the Summer Olympics and the election of a 
President of the United States.  Both events are full of surprises, 
unexpected winners, shocking upsets, and a colossal amount of press 
coverage full of commentary and speculation.  Many of us will probably 
never forget the Presidential Race of 2000.  Whether you lived in this 
country then or not, the whole world knew of that fateful Tuesday night 
in early November when we were supposed to find out who would 
emerge as the newly-elected President, only to discover that the election 
was “too close to call.”  It all hinged on the election returns in Florida.  
First the news came that Al Gore had won the state, then it was too 
close to call, and finally they declared that George W. Bush had won the 
state, but the margin of votes was so close that lawsuits ensued, 
speculation of election fraud emerged, and a recount of votes was 
requested.  As the recount unfolded, we learned about hanging chads 
and pregnant chads.  Who knew that that tiny circle of paper even had 
a name?  Who could have imagined that a seemingly insignificant 
remnant of punching a hole in a ballot, the rubbish that should have 
fallen into a trash receptacle, would hang an election in limbo for five 
weeks?  The case went all the way to the Supreme Court who finally 
decided that George W. Bush won Florida and all its electoral votes.  
For the first time in 112 years, a person with a minority of the popular 
vote was elected President by winning the majority of electoral votes.  It 
was an unexpected turn of events that essentially no one alive had ever 
witnessed before.  I was amazed at the strength of this nation that it 
was not thrown into revolution and civil unrest, as would have occurred 
in countless other countries around the world.  But we faced the 
unexpected, we embraced it, we survived, and we moved on. 

Today’s gospel, though rather short, is full of the unexpected. We 
find Jesus back at the home of his dear friends Mary, Martha, and 
Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead.  Jesus was their dinner 
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guest, and as was appropriate for any hosts, they showed him utmost 
hospitality.  While at the table, Mary took it upon herself to anoint 
Jesus’s feet.  This was a usual sign of hospitality, because people in 
those days walked on dusty desert roads.  When they arrived at 
someone’s home, their feet were dirty and probably dry and cracked, so 
the host would wash their guest’s feet and put soothing oil on it.  Mary 
took out a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard.  Nard was a 
commonly used substance in the ancient world with many uses from 
body perfume to a flavoring for food to a fragrance for preparing the 
dead for burial.  This wasn’t the cheap stuff like you get at Duane 
Reade, this was the expensive stuff that you buy on Fifth Avenue.  Such 
perfume cost 300 denarii, the equivalent of a year’s wages.  Judas 
thought Mary was being wasteful and frivolous using such expensive 
perfume to anoint the feet of Jesus.  It would have been more prudent to 
sell the perfume and give the money to the poor—like Judas even cared.  
Now something you should ponder over in this scene is the fact that 
Mary was anointing the feet of Jesus.  You see, anointing was 
something done to priests and kings.  Only a man would have done such 
anointing, but here it was Mary, a woman, who was anointing the feet 
of the Anointed One.  And then she wiped his feet with her hair, which 
was also unusual.  It would have been considered taboo for a woman to 
touch a man so intimately, unless it was her husband.  Mary literally 
let her hair down for Jesus.  It was very intimate; it was very personal.  
It was a moment of vulnerability.  Can you imagine what it must have 
been like in that room?  A quiet dinner among friends, the smell of 
perfumed nard mixing with the savory aromas of food…and Judas in a 
corner ticked off at the whole ridiculous thing!  Then Jesus gave a bit of 
foreshadowing of things to come; he scolded Judas for his insincerity 
and said that the nard would be used for his burial that was soon to 
come.  “Chill out, Judas, and enjoy the moment.  There will be plenty of 
poor people to help after I am gone.” 

Nearly every verse of today’s gospel story gives us something 
unexpected.  Mary anointing Jesus with her hair, the use of expensive 
perfume to anoint his dirty feet, Judas acting as though he cared about 
the poor, Jesus speaking about his burial.  This gospel is meant to 
remind us that God often does the unexpected for and by unexpected 
people.  Think about the many people in the Bible who weren’t expected 
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to do the great things they did.  Sarah, though an old woman, bore a son 
who himself would be the grandfather of the twelve tribes of Israel.  
Moses was raised in the household of Pharaoh and had a speech 
impediment, yet he led the Hebrews out of Egypt to freedom and 
brought them the Law given to him by God himself.  David was the 
smallest and frailest of his brothers, yet he defeated the giant Goliath 
and became one of Israel’s greatest kings.  Saul seemed like the last 
person on earth who would find Jesus, yet as the Apostle Paul he 
championed the good news of Jesus Christ all over the Roman world.  
Mary, a teenage girl who had never known a man became the God-
bearer, giving humanity to the world’s Messiah.  And, of course, God’s 
most unexpected act was giving the world a Messiah who defied 
expectation.  The people expected a Messiah who would be a defender of 
the Law; instead they got the One who came to fulfill the Law and open 
its words to new ways of living it out.  The people expected a Messiah 
who was a warrior like the great kings of old—Saul or David—who 
would conquer the Romans and restore the great Kingdom of Israel; 
instead they got a carpenter and who would be crucified by the Romans.  
His followers thought the crucifixion was the end of the story, but it was 
just the beginning.  How has God surprised you in the past week?  Who 
has been the unexpected voice of God for you lately?  What unexpected 
transformations have you experienced in your life recently? 

Over the next two weeks, we will plunge into the unexpected.  
Sure, the dark, the gruesome story of Our Lord’s passion and death, the 
narrative of his glorious resurrection will be familiar.  But, to rekindle 
and enhance our experience of the unexpected, you will find many 
things that are different, many things that are new, some things that 
are unfamiliar, some things that may even make you a bit 
uncomfortable—but that’s the point.  It is all intended to shake us up a 
bit, to break us out of our comfort zone and make us look at the story 
with fresh eyes and new perspectives.   

Don’t dwell on what’s different; enter into the mystery of Christ’s 
passion, death, and resurrection with an open mind and an open heart.  
Let God tell you his story in a new way—in a way that you’ve never 
heard the story before, or perhaps in a way that draws you back to 
another time in your life.  I bet that where you are now in your journey 
of life will enable you to see the story unfold in a brand new way.  Each 
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of the liturgies of Holy Week is intended to draw us deeper into the 
grand story of humanity’s salvation.  You need to come to each of them 
to feel the full effect.  Let the story unfold within you, listen for 
something you haven’t heard before, look for a revelation that you didn’t 
see before.  Let the God who defies expectation transform you and bring 
you to a new place.  Discover where God takes you when you embrace 
the unexpected.  Amen. 
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