
Readings: Isaiah 43.16-21; Philippians 3.4b-14; John 12.1-8 
 
Our theme during Lent has been Power and Passion.  At our weekly Lent Education course we have 
been using Sam Wells’ book of the same title and each week we have reflected on a different 
character to be found in the passion narrative of the Gospels.  Some are centre stage, such as Pilate, 
others are minor or periphery characters who are just mentioned in a few lines in the gospels – 
Joseph of Arimathea, the wife of Pilate.  We have allowed their lives, decisions and motives to act as 
a window onto the story of Jesus’ Passion, and onto our own lives.  We have explored and wondered 
about their motives, ambitions, shortcomings and fears and looked to see where they have 
resonated with us.  Where do we portray ourselves like Pilate as being innocent and yet beneath it 
all are scheming for our own powerbase?  Where are we being challenged, like Joseph of Arimathea, 
to be Christians of the day rather than of the night?  How far are we really prepared to go for the 
causes we believe in?  What are we zealous about?  And what about our closest relationships, like 
our marriages and partnerships, how do they influence the networks that we inhabit?  Have we 
sometimes used them for influence or gain?  Scratch beneath the surface and we can see how the 
individuals around Jesus were just as much caught up in very human dramas as we are, had people 
to influence, profiles to maintain, causes to fight for and relations to nurture.  The Passion narrative 
shines a light on their lives and it shines a light on ours. 
 
Today is known as Passion Sunday and it marks the beginning of Passiontide, when we turn from 
the faithful observances of Lent and the wilderness days of the desert towards Jesus’ passion, to the 
reality of the cross and the journey to Jerusalem.  It marks that moment of inevitability, the ‘no 
going back’ as Jesus turns to face full on what lies ahead.  And we are invited to accompany him. 
 
Yesterday we held a Quiet Day here Sacred Space in the City and filling the central space before the 
altar was a prayer labyrinth.  Taking the first step onto the labyrinth and starting on that path takes 
a conscious decision.  Jan Sellars who led this workshop invited us to reflect on our feet, with the 
line ‘how beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news’…  What was taking us towards God, 
what were we letting go of.  We noticed each step, felt the canvas beneath our feet, focused as we 
kept to the path.  One of the wonderful things about walking a labyrinth is that you do it together.  
Others walk the same journey with you, the turns and twists, the going back on yourself, seeming 
sometimes to go far away from the centre that you are heading towards, and at other times so close 
you think you are there.  You are with others on the same path but each person is at a different 
place.  
 
On the way to the cross we journey together but we also journey alone.  We each have to take that 
step of commitment to follow by ourselves and then we find that there are others alongside us.  We 
discover that we are a community travelling together.  That one step that we take is about power 
and passion.  It’s about relinquishing the power to go our own way and instead committing to the 
journey to the cross.  It is about passion, because the love of Christ compels us to go with him, even 
if that means going on a path we would rather not choose. 
 
In the home of Lazarus and Mary and Martha, we hear how Mary takes Jesus’ feet and in an 
extravagant and beautiful act of love, intimacy and blessing, anoints them with expensive oil and 
wipes them with her hair - the cost of the oil the equivalent of a year’s wages.  Her action is a gesture 
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of loving passionate commitment.  It also foretells Jesus’ impending death – his own act of love and 
self-surrender.  These feet that bring good news will also be nailed to a cross.  
 
Mary has been here before.  We heard how she had knelt before Jesus, filled with grief at the death 
of her brother, asking him why he hadn’t come sooner and her tears had disturbed and moved him.  
And now they are here again – sharing another intimate moment between life and death.  Perhaps 
Mary’s gesture is one of thanksgiving for bringing her brother back to life.   
 
As with the other characters we have been reflecting on this Lent, Mary offers us a window into 
Jesus’ passion.  She goes against social convention, letting down her hair to wipe his feet, an 
unmarried woman touching an unmarried man.  She anoints his feet not his head, as we hear in 
Mark and Matthew’s versions of the story.  Not the anointing of a prophet or king or priest but the 
gesture of anointing a body for burial.  The overwhelming smell of the oil fills the house and like her 
actions that break down barriers of convention, it transforms everything.  The house is full of 
gratitude and love and joy because the life of this family has been transformed.  And Mary’s gesture 
celebrates this.  Her love has compelled her to step across boundaries of acceptability and in doing 
so she has recognised the significance of the moment.  
 
Mary really sees who Jesus is and responds in a wholly appropriate way, in a way that Judas, caged 
in by his own fears and greed and self-interest, cannot comprehend.  Mary is free to respond out of 
love and doing so she breaks through to something new; a new way of loving her Lord, a new way 
for others to recognise and receive him.  And she invites us into that new way of loving and 
responding too. 
 
Later in this momentous week at the last supper Jesus will also kneel and in another loving gesture 
will wash his disciples’ feet.  Relinquishing his power, he will take the lowest place, crossing 
boundaries and turning social convention upside down shocking his disciples.  And through this 
gesture of touch and care will call them into a new relationship, a new way of loving and acting.  In 
this gesture of powerlessness he will become the place where real power lies.  The place of 
transforming love where all things are made new.  Without being told, Mary instinctively does what 
Jesus will command his disciples to do – as he invites them ‘love one another as I have loved you’.  
She is already in this place, living his commandment of love, having experienced first hand through 
the raising of her brother, the resurrection that he promises.  In Mary’s gesture we recognise death 
but we also see the new community coming to life.  She is returning the love that she has received.  
She is loving as she and her family have been loved. 
 
At the centre of the labyrinth we were invited to stop and spend time receiving.  It is a place of 
affirmation, of rest, of knowing oneself to be loved.  The journey has taken us to a deep place within 
us.  We have let go of all that has bound us as we travel and we rest at the centre we are invited to be 
open to God and open to new life.    
 
We have been saying at the end of our services in Lent – walk with Christ on the way of the cross, 
for it is the way of life and peace.  As we look towards the cross today and the journey that will take 
us there, like the journey of the labyrinth that steadily draws us inwards to the centre, can we really 
be sure that that is the case.  Don’t we just see the pain and betrayal, the hopeless loss of life, and 
the grief of death at the centre?  How can this be a way to receive life and peace? 
 
Paul expresses the hope of that journey for us.  He is full to overflowing with the joy of all that he 
has received in knowing Christ and of taking that journey with him.  The status and privilege and 
prestige of his former life count for nothing.  He has been to the centre, a place of loss and 
powerlessness and given up all that defined him and seemed so precious to him.  And in that place 
of loss he has received the one thing that will give meaning and purpose and direction to his life.  He 
has known the extravagant love and forgiveness of Christ.  And his whole life becomes a response to 
all that he has been given. 
 



Mary kneels at Jesus’ feet and her gesture speaks of the love and new life she has also received in 
that place of death.  Each person is invited to go that journey too, the journey to the cross, to the 
place of loss and death.  And in that vulnerable place, when our guard is down, we receive all that 
God longs to give us, expressed in the only way he can say it.  On a cross, in humility and self-giving 
love.  
 
I wonder as we each commit to making that journey to the heart of God for ourselves what our 
loving gesture will be. 
 
 
 
 


