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3rd April 2022; Lent 5 

Isaiah 43: 16-21; Philippians 3: 4b -14;  
John 12: 1-8 
Ashdon 9.30am 

1.  What is in a word? 

What is in a word? Today is the fifth Sunday of Lent, known as 

Passion Sunday; a day when we turn our attention from our own 

sin and temptation to focus upon the suffering and death of Jesus. 

One meaning of the word ‘passion’ is ‘the suffering of pain’, and 

it would appear that it is in this sense that we call today Passion 

Sunday. Yet perhaps a more familiar meaning of the word 

‘passion’ is that it is ‘an overpowering feeling or emotion’ – 

often, but not always, sexual feeling. One can indeed be 

passionate about a variety of things, including a sport or hobby. 

What, I wonder, are you passionate about? 
 

2. Passion of this kind in our readings 

Our readings do not speak of the suffering of Jesus. Yet there is 

plenty of passion of the second kind in them. We just heard a 

very powerful story of a woman who took a large quantity of 

expensive perfume and poured it over the feet of Jesus as a sign 

of her devotion. This was not a small bottle of Chanel No 5, such 

as you might give at Christmas. We are told that this perfume 

was worth 300 denarii – at the time one denarii was considered a 

fair day’s wage. It took me a while to do the maths, but that 

equates now to about a year’s salary. I understand that in 

2021, the average UK salary was £26,000 a year. That 

makes this perfume worth just under £30,000! Quite a tidy 

sum to pour over someone’s feet! 

 

This story is told in all the gospels, with some important 

differences. Yet in the version we heard today the woman is 

defined as Mary, the friend of Jesus, sister of Martha. You 

may recall that Martha was the practical one, who prepared 

the food and did the washing up. By contrast, Mary is a 

dreamer, who sits at the feet of Jesus and drinks in his 

words. There is no doubting her passionate nature or her 

love for Jesus. 

 

Then we hear about Judas. ‘Why was this perfume not 

sold…and the money given to the poor?’ A good question. 

I have in the past taken this as my theme of today, since the 

question of the right use of our resources is an important 

one. But let us stay with the issue of passion for now. Was 

Judas passionate about helping the poor, or about lining his 

own pockets? We do not know, although the gospel writer 

suggests the latter. We can certainly deduce from the later 

actions of Judas in betraying Jesus that he felt deeply about 

what was happening – deeply betrayed perhaps by this man 
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who refused to stand up for the Jewish people and fight, but 

instead went meekly to his death.  

 

And then there is Paul. What a passionate passage this is, from 

his letter to the Philippians. He speaks of his zeal in persecuting 

the Jews, and of his status as a Jew. Yet he declares that his 

overriding passion now is to know Jesus and the power of his 

resurrection. Everything he is or has achieved in his life is 

nothing by comparison with this. Like Mary, Paul is passionate 

about Jesus. 
 

3. The link is love 

So what is in a word? Can we hold together these two very 

different meanings of the word ‘passion’?  

 

Staying with words for a moment, an interesting analysis of the 

Greek words used by the writer of the gospels (Vanstone 1982) 

points out that as Jesus moves towards his death in Jerusalem, 

the tense of verbs used changes from active to passive. From 

teaching and healing – all very active things – Jesus becomes, by 

his own choice, the one to whom things are done. I will return 

to this. 

 

The link between the passivity and suffering of Jesus and 

the passion of Mary - and perhaps also of Judas – is the 

word ‘love’. It was love that drove Mary’s extravagant 

gesture with the perfume: how else could she express her 

overwhelming devotion? We can perhaps identify with 

this to some extent – maybe there has been a time when we 

gave an expensive gift as a way of expressing love?  

 

It was for love of his cause that Paul spent his life speaking 

to all who would listen about Jesus, establishing the small 

Christian communities that later became the Church, and 

eventually dying for this cause. And it was for love of 

humankind that Jesus chose to die: as our final hymn puts 

it ‘my song is love unknown’.  
 

4. What are we passionate about? 

What, I wonder, are we passionate about?  Passion for a 

cause continues today to lead to self-sacrifice. We see this 

in Ukraine. We see it in daily life, in the selfless giving of 

time by friends and neighbours to help those in need. Love 

and suffering are indeed closely linked. Love may lead to 

suffering but also makes the suffering worthwhile and gives 

it meaning. 
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In the gospel today we hear Jesus defending Mary and her 

actions. He defended her before when she was criticised for not 

helping with the household tasks and now he suggests that even 

helping the poor comes second to focussing upon him. 

Elsewhere, he clearly points to the overriding importance of 

caring for the needy, yet here Jesus stops the criticism of this 

woman’s extravagant action. Whilst there is a valid point here 

about our priorities, there is also more to reflect upon. 

 

Mary’s action is linked to the coming suffering and death of 

Jesus: ‘she bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my 

burial’ says Jesus. It seems that Mary is not only demonstrating 

her overwhelming love of this man who raised her brother to life, 

but has, at some deep level, understood the need for Jesus to die. 

Mary is portrayed as having a growing awareness of who Jesus 

is. Earlier, before raising her brother to life, Jesus had said to 

Mary ‘I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in 

me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and 

believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?’ (John 11: 25-

7) Mary had answered that yes, she believed that Jesus was the 

Messiah. Here the gospel writer John tells us that her 

understanding has deepened and moved on. In anointing him as 

one would anoint one who has died, she is showing that she now 

understands both that he will die but also that he will live again. 

Jesus is indeed the resurrection and the life: dying and 

living are one in him. 

 

Today, on Passion Sunday, I ask myself what I am 

passionate about. Passion, of all kinds tends to diminish as 

we get older. If we are not careful, our horizons become 

reduced so that our focus is simply on survival – getting by 

with as little suffering or pain as possible. So today let us 

look more deeply at our own feelings and lives and identify 

what moves and motivates us. And in doing so, let us allow 

love not only to be what drives us, but also our source of 

comfort, which keeps us going.  

 

‘My song is love unknown’, writes the hymn writer: ‘my 

Saviour’s love for me.’ Whether we choose it or not, life 

brings suffering of different kinds; times when we ware 

done to, and need to passively accept what happens. As we 

get older, this becomes our experience more and more 

often. Yet the way in which Jesus accepted his suffering 

can inspire us to accept such situations willingly, 

underpinned by the knowledge of God’s love for us, and by 

the belief that suffering and death will not have the last 

word.         Amen 

 


