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It is hard to believe that this already the 5th Sunday in Lent. 
 
Let us pray. May the words of my mouth, and the mediations of our hearts, be always 
acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen. 
 
 
But Jesus said to Judas, “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.” 
 
I came across a quote this week from an Indian mystic named Sri Ramakrishna that I really 
liked: 
 
He wrote, “Do not seek ILLUMINATION unless you seek it as a man whose hair is on fire seeks 
a pond.” 
 
Which reminded me of another story told by the popular author, Robert Fulgum. Fulgum wrote 
an article he came across in the local newspaper. It seems that that emergency squad in that 
town was called to a house where smoke was billowing out of a second story window. The 
rescue squad broke into the house…rushed up the stairs…and found a man lying in a burning 
bed. They grabbed the man and rushed him out of the house. After putting out the fire, they 
came back out and asked the man the obvious question: How did this happen?? 
 
The man just shook his head and said, “I don’t know. IT WAS ON FIRE WHEN I LAY DOWN 
ON IT.!!! 
 
As you and I prayerfully consider this morning’s lessons, we need to understand one thing very 
clearly: 
 
Seeking God’s Truth is a risky business. Seeking the truth about God and about ourselves in 
relationship with God’s son, Jesus, can be fraught with DANGER. 
 
Jesus came to ILLUMINATE this world, that is, to set our hearts, our minds, our spirits, on fire 
with the unconditional love of God. And the truth this morning is that….for all its warmth and 
light…fire can be dangerous stuff. 
 
Let me try and explain what I mean. For all the JOY you and I encounter in the stories of the 
Gospels…the angels appearing to the shepherds on that holy night…to the feeding of the five 
thousand…to hearing about Bacchus climbing that tree in order to get a better view…to all 
those wonderful healing stories, we must also recognize that there are also plenty of disturbing 
moments involving REJECTION and SORROW, DENIAL, TORTURE, BETRAYAL, and finally, 
DEATH. 
 
And what we are hearing this morning, in the counterpoint between Mary and Judas, is the 
unvarnished truth that no matter how much we might wish for it, we will not be able to have the 
one without the other. 
 



We can’t expect to follow Jesus and receive all the benefits like free meals and godly healthcare 
and eternal life WITHOUT at the same time knowing that he is calling us to be set on fire and 
adopting a whole new way of looking and understanding and living life that will put us in A 
WHOLE LOT OF CONFLICT with the world around us. 
 
Sometimes, we want something from Jesus more than we want Jesus himself. 
 
Jesus has come into the world to teach people God’s truth…and God’s truth contradicts a whole 
lot of the things that the authorities in this world claim to be true. And as is always the case, 
when God’s truth challenges the truths and assumptions of those who hold power in this 
world…well, watch out…for could have real fire on your hands! 
 
So, we cannot fool ourselves this morning. These characters in this morning’s story, both Mary 
and Judas, at times represent all of us. Nonetheless, Jesus continuously offers us, even in our 
worst moments, all the grace and love and wisdom that you and I can possibly imagine! 
 
But as we accept that love, grace, and wisdom, we have to ask ourselves the question, “Am I 
prepared to say “NO” to the authorities of this age? As we seek illumination, are we prepared to 
say deep within, “You know, following Jesus is more important than the things the world craves: 
money, power, prestige. Am I willing to to reorder all my priorities and use my time, talents, and 
resources in a way that honors God more than my career, my prominence, my stock portfolio? 
 
Are we prepared to say, “Loving another person is more important than getting my own way, so 
I’m going to work to honor and cherish others rather than getting them to do my bidding?” 
 
And when we see one of our neighbors living in the streets, do we make the worldly response, 
“Hey buddy, get a job!” Or do we see one of God’s children in need of our help, and do we recall 
the words of the baptismal covenant, “Will you strive for justice and peace among ALL 
people….and will you respect the dignity of every human being.” 
 
I think that one of the most subtle and dangerous things that has happened in the Church over 
the decades is that the faith we have received in Jesus has been domesticated. Our faith has 
been captured by the prevailing cultures and has been watered down and turned into 
sentimental paste. We risk turning our faith into a hobby….a philosophy amongst many other 
philosophies…or worse yet, like Judas, turning it into something we can use and manipulate to 
serve our own purposes and agendas. I will never forget overhearing a comment made by a 
member of a congregation (NOT HERE, OF COURSE) that a Sunday morning service should 
be like a good cup of coffee…refreshing and pleasing to the palate…something to get you off to 
a good start on the day. 
 
Now, I am sure that he meant it with the best of intentions, but my friends, God forbid that 
Sunday mornings specifically, and our faith in general, should ever be reduced to kinship with a 
good cup of coffee!! Instead, this morning we stand in the presence of the living God and 
proclaim that we are going to seek to live faithfully…even if the world ridicules us for it…for the 
Gospel Jesus proclaims makes a whole lot more sense to me…in my head and in my 
heart…than any of the self-serving platitudes that the powers in this world dish up. 
 
I have shared with you before my great admiration for Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the Lutheran pastor 
who was one of the very few leaders of the Church in Germany who chose to stand up against 
Adolph Hitler and the rise of the Nazi regime. At one point, he wrote, “When Christ calls a man, 



He bids him come and die.” And in the end, on April 9th, 1945, in the concentration camp at 
Flossenburg, Germany,  Bonhoeffer fulfilled that prophecy. 
 
In our readings this morning, Jesus is inviting us to make a choice. “Listen”, he is saying, “you 
have got to make up your minds. Either I’m a really good guy…who did good things…and said 
good things…in short, someone to admire and acknowledge and even try to emulate from time 
to time… 
 
OR 
 
I am the Son of God…the word made flesh…the living bread that came down from 
heaven…worthy of of our extravagant love…the one called savior and Lord…in whose image 
you and I are called to live and breathe…someone to know and make known to the world 
around us. 
 
There is a world of difference between these two positions. The first position is cautious and to 
some extent, edifying. The second is an invitation to a whole new way of life…an illuminated life 
that is also filled with great risk. In other words, there is fire here. And in every moment of every 
day we are given, you and I are given the opportunity to choose between the two. Amen. 
 
 
 


