
Lent 5 – John 12:1-8; Philippians 3:4b-14 

Sometimes it is easy for us to become so focused on the minutiae of an issue, that 

we fail to see the bigger picture. And today’s readings are all about seeing the bigger 

picture.  

One day a traveller, walking along a lane, came across three stonecutters working in 

a quarry. Each was busy cutting a block of stone. Interested to find out what they 

were working on, he asked the first stonecutter what he was doing. “Can’t you see? I 

am cutting a stone!” Still no wiser the traveller turned to the second stonecutter and 

asked him what he was doing. “I am cutting this block of stone to make sure that it is 

square, and its dimensions are uniform, so that it will fit exactly in its place in a wall.” 

A bit closer to finding out what the stonecutters were working on, but still unclear, the 

traveller turned to the third stonecutter. He seemed to be the happiest of the three 

and when asked what he was doing, he replied: “I am building a cathedral.” 

In today’s readings, Jesus and St Paul are trying their best to elevate the vision of 

their hearers, trying to help them to see beyond their immediate situation. Trying to 

help them become cathedral thinkers.  

In our passage from John’s Gospel, Jesus is reclining with his friends. Martha, as is 

her custom, is busying herself at table, pretty much ignoring Jesus in the process. 

Mary on the other hand is attentive to their guest. And through her attentiveness, she 

recognises Jesus for who he truly is. She has about her person a pint of pure nard, 

embalming lotion. This stuff was expensive and not to be wasted. Jesus’ words are 

so captivating that she suddenly brings out the jar and begins anointing his feet. Had 

she seen a vision regarding his imminent death? Is this a prophetic act?  

Whatever it is, it doesn’t meet with much favour from the others. As the perfume 

begins to fill the room with its beautiful aroma, you can almost hear the grumbling of 

the others souring the atmosphere. Judas finally speaks out complaining that this 

ointment could have been sold and the money given to the poor. Judas misses the 

point entirely and his comments try to reduce a worshipful act of generosity and love, 

down to miserly earthly practicality.  



Judas has long since forgotten what it is to have his eyes elevated towards godly 

things in worship. He has become greedy and self-interested. He sees no value in 

the worshipful actions of Mary.  

Jesus responds and cuts Judas down at the knees – ‘leave her alone’ he says. ‘You 

will always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me’. These words 

can sound callous, but they are not. Jesus is not saying that they shouldn’t have a 

regard for the poor – indeed his actions have already proven his concern for the 

poor, time over. But this is a response to drag his disciples out of their complacency, 

turning their negative focus on trivial detail back towards the eternal consequences 

of what they are witnessing. As ever, Mary ‘has the better part’.  

In the letter to the Philippians, Paul speaks in similar vein. Using the example of his 

deeply religious background, he highlights how these should be a cause for 

confidence in his own abilities (what he calls the confidence in the flesh). But for 

Paul, all of these things are worth nothing compared to his relationship with Jesus. It 

is his faithfulness to Christ that provides his bigger vision. He wishes to know Christ 

so intimately that he will come to know, first-hand, the power of Christ’s resurrection. 

And Paul recognises that this can only come about by walking the same path of trials 

and challenges so that he can fashion those same qualities that Christ shows in his 

death.  

But in case this gives rise to arrogance or a belief that he already has all the 

answers, he clarifies; ‘not that I have already obtained this or have already reached 

the goal; but I press on to make it my own…’ Paul is focussed upon the bigger 

picture. And he uses his own example as an encouragement. He ends with these 

words: ‘but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to 

what lies ahead, I press on towards the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God 

in Christ Jesus.’ 

In other words, Paul is telling us that our past does not have to define us. It is our 

aspiring towards the eternal future, found in Christ Jesus, that should set our tone. 

Paul is a cathedral thinker. It is so easy for us to become bogged down in our own 

immediate situations that we can lose the bigger picture. We may not need more 

cathedrals, but we do need more cathedral thinkers, people who can think beyond 

our own immediate concerns and lifetimes.   


