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“Living in a Lenten World: Misunderstood Intentions” 

Text: John 12:1-8 
 
Mike phoned me one afternoon to say that he wanted to get together for lunch.  Looking at our 
respective calendars, we found a time and date that worked and lunch was scheduled.  It was 
only after I hung up the phone that I began to wonder what this was about.  Mike was a 
parishioner.  I knew who he was, but I couldn’t have told you much more than that.  I wondered 
what his agenda might be.  Why did he want to have lunch?   What had I gotten myself into? 
 
To justify my uncertainties, I can say that there were several similar events that typically turned 
out to have a hidden agenda.  A cup of coffee turned into a conversation about how someone was 
dissatisfied with the senior pastor and wanted me to do something.  A lunch turned into a time to 
rant about something a member wanted me to do.  I was only then beginning to understand this 
as what psychologists call “triangulation.”  If you are not familiar with this term, you are likely 
familiar with examples of it.  Triangulation is when Person A has a problem or issue with Person 
B.  Rather than dealing directly with the source of conflict, Person A will bring in a third party, 
Person C, in the hopes that they will do the dirty work for them.  Years of ministry have taught 
me to recognize triangulation and to avoid getting caught in the middle.  One of my frequent 
responses to triangulation is to ask, “Have you spoken with the other person?”  Direct 
conversation between the parties is always a healthier way of resolving conflicts. 
 
As I hung up the phone with Mike, I presumed this was what was coming.  I was wrong.  
 
We met one afternoon for lunch and I waited for him to present the issue.  It didn’t take long for 
me to discover how wrong I was.  After we ordered, Mike said that for Lent, he had not given 
anything up.  Instead, he had set a goal to get to know people he didn’t know well.  That was 
what led to his phone call and the invitation to lunch.  He just wanted to get to know his pastor 
better.  He hadn’t wanted to complain.  He wasn’t there to tell me what needed to be fixed in the 
church.  He just wanted to strengthen a relationship.  It was the beginning of a wonderful 
friendship and I was blessed to get to know Mike better.  I found him to be a wise soul that I 
could trust when I faced a difficult decision.   
 
Sometimes our ability to read the intentions can be right on target.  We can intuit what is coming 
even before it happens.  And sometimes, we can be way off base.  This morning’s scripture is 
filled with intentions that are misread.   
 
To begin with, this is a celebration.  The reason for the celebration is that Lazarus, who had been 
dead and buried was now alive.  Jesus had been told that Lazarus was near death and when he 
arrived, he had been dead for several days.  Jesus called to him and raised him from the dead.  



Certainly, this is a good reason to celebrate.  If nothing else, they had all the food from the 
funeral, now they could use it for happier purposes. 
 
Mary, a sister to Lazarus, was deeply grateful for what Jesus had done.  Following the meal, she 
took a pound of costly ointment and anointed his feet.  The commentaries point out that just a 
little bit of nard would have filled the house with an incredible fragrance.  The mention that it 
was a pound of nard would suggest that this was extravagant. 
 
And as a side note, it is worth noting that it was Mary who cautioned Jesus about rolling away 
the stone from Lazarus’ tomb because the stench would have been overwhelming.  In this 
moment the stench of death has been overcome by the fragrance of her loving kindness. 
 
This was likely a spontaneous act aimed at expressing Mary’s overwhelming appreciation for 
what Jesus has done.  Never mind the cost, never mind the extravagance.  This was an act that 
came from the heart, something she wanted to do to thank Jesus. 
 
It is Judas who questioned her intentions.  He was the one to point out how wasteful this was.  If 
she was just going to pour the ointment out like that, it would have been better to have sold it and 
given it to the poor.  Judas comes across sounding very practical and even thoughtful in his 
statement. 
 
But sometimes the cost of something cannot be measured in just monetary terms.  When I was in 
college, the University of Evansville wanted to begin offering opportunities for students to serve 
during winter break.  I and a handful of other students were the first to begin this with a mission 
trip to Haiti.  We raised funds and traveled the day after Christmas to begin working and learning 
in Haiti. 
 
One of the people we met was an incredible priest who had built schools in the most 
impoverished neighborhoods.  Along with providing education, the schools often provided the 
only meals these students would have for the day.  We visited the schools, met the students, 
learned about what this priest was doing on a shoestring budget.  Later that evening, while 
continuing our conversations, one of my friends commented that it had cost about $1200 for each 
of us to come to Haiti.  With all sincerity my friend asked, “Wouldn’t it be better that we sent 
you the $1200 and stayed at home.”   
 
The priest didn’t hesitate in his answer.  He replied, “If you send the money you will have done a 
great deed.  But if you come and visit and experience what we are doing here, it will change your 
life forever.  I would rather have you come visit.”  In the years that have followed, I have found 
his statement to be overwhelmingly true.  Whether it is volunteering at Hot Meals or spending 
time at Turning Point or making a trip to Guatemala, the experience will change you.   
 
Judas’ question about selling the ointment and donating it to the poor is not a bad question, but it 
misses the point.  Mary’s life had been forever changed.  This was likely to be the first of many 
ways in which she would express her love and appreciation for what God had done in her life.  
Her actions were motivated out of sincere kindness, not wastefulness. 
 



The other misread intention is in Judas.  His question seems appropriate.  But what we come to 
find out later is that it was not motivated by a care for the poor.  It was motivated by the fact that 
Judas was the treasurer.  He wasn’t asking out of the wastefulness of this ointment, but by the 
missed opportunity he would have to skim some of the money for himself.  He sounded 
sincerely, but there was a selfish reason for his question. 
 
That is the difficult thing about intentions.  They can be difficult to read.  The person who seems 
wasteful in this story is actually motivated by kindness.  And the person who seems to be 
thoughtful toward those in need, is really asking out of selfish reasons.   
 
I was thinking about this upcoming sermon while in Guatemala.  As I pondered this text I 
realized that it helped me articulate why I am an avid supporter of Mission Guatemala.  Mission 
Guatemala was not founded because there were lots of United Methodists in the area.  Nor was it 
founded in order to establish a Methodist presence in the community.  Mission Guatemala was 
founded because there was a need in that area.  There was a need for affordable health care.  
There was a need for improved housing and education.  Mission Guatemala, which just 
celebrated their tenth anniversary, was responding to an opportunity to care for people.   
 
In the years that have followed, they have established a trust through the health clinic that 
assures people that they will be well treated.  They have established trust in the surrounding 
communities who know that Mission Guatemala will support their dreams and aspirations.  
Mission Guatemala is about an expression of our deepest longings of faith that wants to respond 
to what God has done in our lives.  Like Mary cracking open the costly ointment, we come to the 
community because we are grateful for what God has done in our lives and this is one of the 
ways we say thanks to God.   
 
But we don’t have to travel around the world to express that gratitude.  Whenever we act out of 
the purity of our hearts, or at least as pure as any of our intentions can be, we are acting out of 
genuine love and faithfulness.  When we give in ways that can never be repaid, there is a 
sincerity in our actions.  When we engage in an act of kindness toward someone that they may 
never know who the giver is, there is a purity in that action. 
 
Let me close with a story from Annie Dillard’s book, “Pilgrim at Tinker Creek.”  Although most 
of her stories are about times spent in nature, she tells one story about her childhood in 
Pittsburgh.  As a child of about six or seven years old, she liked to take a precious penny and 
hide it along a stretch of sidewalk.  Or she might cradle it alongside the roots of a sycamore or in 
a crack in the sidewalk.   
 
She would take a piece of chalk and circle the penny several times so that it stood out.  Then she 
would start at either end of the block and draw huge arrows leading up to the waiting gift.  She 
would write notes that read, “Surprise ahead” or “Money this way” on the sidewalk.  This simple 
act brought great joy imagining the first passer-by who would see the notes, follow the arrows 
and discover the waiting surprise. 
 



But, she added, she never stayed to watch.  She would set things in motion and then return home 
imagining that someone was having a great delight in finding this gift.  The delight was simply in 
sharing this gift and imagining someone else’s joy. 
 
That is what motivated Mary to open the jar of ointment and fill the room with the pleasing 
aroma of kindness.  That is what motivated Mike to make a Lenten commitment to get to know 
the people around him better.  May we awaken with each new day possessed with the desire to 
do one small act of kindness, not because someone has earned it, not because we want to show 
how good we are, not because we want others to do the same, but simply from the sincerity of 
heart that is motivated by love.   


