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A Time for Everything 
Preached by 

Rev. Dr. Linda Even 
United Church of Fayetteville 

April 7, 2019 
Fifth Sunday in Lent 
The Lord’s Supper 

 

For Reflection: "Whoever shuts his ears at the cry of the poor, they also shall cry themselves, but not be heard."                                                                        
Unknown  

Hebrew Scripture Reading: 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.  
 
Gospel Reading: 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.”     
 
Sermon: A Time for Everything  
 The tension was building as Jesus drew closer to the end of his active ministry and moved toward his 
final days in Jerusalem.   For reasons not clear, the lectionary, which has been leading us through these days 
guided by the Gospel of Luke, now switches to this complex text from the Gospel of John.   It's as though we 
are looking at the nearly assembled puzzle of a slightly familiar scene.  Yet, someone keeps shifting the box so 
that we can't get a glimpse of what the finished picture is supposed to look like.  
 By its reference to Jesus' raising of Lazarus from the dead, the text's opening sentence reminds us of 
where we are in the events that filled Jesus' final days.   The community of disciples, other followers, religious 
and political authorities were already divided about Jesus – the resurrection of Lazarus intensifying the already 
ongoing debate about whether Jesus offered promise or posed threat or both.   

Following that astounding miracle, friends and disciples gathered for a thank- you dinner for Jesus 
thrown by Lazarus' sisters, Mary and Martha, with Lazarus among them.  It was a meal most extraordinary in 
its purpose and mundane in its sharing – at least, until, as is so often the case with meals where Jesus is 
present,  the picture shatters into puzzle pieces that need to be re-arranged into a new image.      
 Mary, that often unpredictable, often apparently frivolous sister, anointed Jesus as though for burial, 
with expensive ointment.    Despite the odd intimacy of Mary wiping Jesus' feet with her hair, which would 
have distracted diners then, as it is tempting to let ourselves be distracted now, no one at that table would 
have missed the implications of impending doom.  Amid the laughing chatter of celebration and the light motif 
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of companionship, now could be heard the drumbeat of the dirge.    
 In the uncomfortable silence, before the pieces can settle into a new picture, Judas took a turn at 
jiggling the table once again, keeping everything in motion.   "Why did this improvident woman waste this 
ointment and not give the money to the poor?    

Keeping the puzzle board shifting, the author, John,  injects the idea that, on top of all his other sins, 
Judas was a thief  - perhaps projecting yet another reason for Judas' inexplicable coming betrayal of Jesus and 
tempting us yet again to re-frame what is happening here.  
 Just as we are grabbing for the edge pieces, looking for a corner to nail down this new image, Jesus 
had the final word:  “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.”     

Final words, maybe—but not ones that settle the scene into an entirely  recognizable picture.   There 
are familiar aspects.   Jesus had a habit of correcting his disciples for correcting, objecting to or otherwise 
judging the behaviors of others of his followers.  Nor is this the first time we have heard Jesus' speak of his 
impending death.    Alright.  We have some corners – the edge lines are growing and then—“You will always 
have the poor with you, but you won't always have me." That is a remarkably self- focused comment and a 
startlingly callous note of disregard for people Jesus has always been deeply responsive to – not as a singular 
person but as the epitome of a faithful Jew and prophet.   
 Not only is it a piece we have difficulty forcing into the puzzle, it is an uncomfortable, unfortunate 
quote that has long been used as an excuse for ignoring the poor.  "Hey!  Even Jesus said that's not a problem 
you can fix, so why not use the money for ourselves." 
 It's a piece that doesn’t fit because it is not supposed to.  Jesus and the people hearing him would have 
recognized instantly the full content of his quote from Deuteronomy 15: "The poor you always have with you.  
Therefore I command you, you shall open wide your hand to your brother, to the needy and the poor in the 
land." [emphasis mine]  The ever-present poor present an ever-present obligation for the faithful…but… 
 When we reflect on the full meaning of that quote in its context; when we consider Jesus' habit of 
changing the direction of table talk; when we remember who he was and the shape of his ministry, what we 
are likely to discover is that most often Jesus was re-directing his disciples, his followers, his opponents and is 
re-directing us to pay attention to what is happening in the moment, to be discerning about the choices we 
make at particular moments in time.  

The charge is to focus on what's important in that instant, to do what we can; to recognize there is a 
time for everything – a prophetic act, self-sacrifice, a generous response to those in need, and even self-care 
and the enjoyment of the gifts God has bestowed on us.   We cannot do all things, be all things to all people, all 
the time, but we can be who we are called and gifted to be at any given moment –if we pay attention to 
ourselves, to the world around us and to our God in Christ who is everywhere present  -- 
 -- including at the Table we will approach in a few moments.   With the image of a meal in Bethany, 
fresh in our minds, we would do well to approach this Table, remembering that our Lord is inclined to shift the 
expectations of those gathered at the table with him.  They and we are more likely to receive what he offers us 
here, if our vision is not locked on what we want or anticipate, all the pieces snapped into place before we 
ever arrive at the Table.   

Rather with our eyes open and seeking and our minds less certain about what Jesus has for us at this 
moment, we might truly receive the gifts of this table on this day at this moment in time.  Jesus takes into 
account who we are, what we have learned, what we expect, what we need yet to learn and what the world 
needs from us, as he prepares this meal.     Can we do any less, as we share it? 

Let us pause in silent reflection that we might listen to our spirits, the world and our Lord, as we come 
to the table this day…. 
 
Amen. 
Invitation to the Table 
Friends:  There is indeed a time for everything.  This is our time to share a meal with our Lord and one another 
and so be lifted into communion with God.  Let everyone come to the table this 


