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THE FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT, Year B 
Jer 31:31-34; Ps 51:3-4,12-15; Heb 5:7-9; Jn 12:20-33 

 

LOOKING FORWARD TO HOLY WEEK 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Saturday, March 17, 2018, 5:00 p.m. Mass 

Sunday, March 18, 2018, 8:30 and 10:30 a.m. Masses 

 

We are still in the afterglow of St. Patrick’s Day. 

There was so much merriment in town yesterday. 

I hope that you are feeling OK this morning. 

We had a beautiful Mass at McCormick’s yesterday at 10:00 a.m. 

Afterward, there was a bagpiper, and Irish dancers, 

  and of course, a little Guinness, and a little Jameson. 

A good time was had by all. 

 

And wasn’t yesterday beautiful? 

Bright and sunny. 

50 degrees for the first time in months. 

Snow melting. 

Spring officially begins on Tuesday. 

 

We’ve had plenty of winter, 

  and we’re all looking forward to spring and summer. 

But as Catholic Christians,  

  we are looking ahead to something else. 

 

The clock is winding down on Lent: 

  four and a half weeks down, 

  and only eleven days to go. 

 

The Scripture readings for today’s Mass are looking ahead. 

So is the entire Church. 

 

Next Sunday is Palm Sunday of the Passion of the Lord. 

Five days later is Good Friday and the Passion of the Lord again. 

 

We celebrate the Paschal Mystery at every Mass, 

  but during Holy Week we focus on the Paschal Mystery like at no other time. 

 

The Paschal Mystery has two parts, 

  the hard part:  Jesus’ suffering, Passion, crucifixion, and death; 

  and the glorious part:  Jesus’ Resurrection, his Ascension and return to heaven, 

    and his enthronement as King of heaven above and earth below. 

Liturgically, the Paschal Mystery begins on Holy Thursday, 

  and it culminates with the glory of the Resurrection on Easter. 
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Let’s look at how the Scripture readings today set the stage for Holy Week. 

 

In the first reading God says through the prophet Jeremiah, 

  “I will make a new covenant” (Jer 31:31). 

Jesus is the one who will ultimately establish the new covenant. 

On Holy Thursday at the Last Supper Jesus raised a cup of wine and said, 

  “This cup is the new covenant in my blood” (Lk 22:20; see 1 Cor 11:25). 

 

The “first covenant,” the one with Moses and the Ten Commandments, 

  was ratified with the blood of sacrificial animals (Ex 24:5-8). 

When Moses came down the mountain, 

  several young bulls were killed, the blood collected in bowels, 

  and some was sprinkled on the altar, and some was sprinkled on the people (see Heb 9:18-22). 

The new covenant was ratified on Good Friday  

  with the blood that Jesus shed on the Cross (see Heb 9:12,14). 

The “first covenant,” again, the one with Moses,  

  was written on two stone tablets (Ex 24:12; 31:18; 32:15-16; 34:1,4). 

The new covenant of Jesus is written,  

    not in stone, cold and impersonal, 

  but on our hearts (Jer 31:33), 

    warm and tender, 

  an expression of Jesus’ love for us,  

  and hopefully, if his love is written on our hearts, 

    our hearts will love him in return. 

 

Then we go to the second reading from the Letter to the Hebrews. 

It has a strange verse: 

  Jesus “learned obedience by what he suffered” (Heb 5:8). 

The first reading mentions blood. 

This reading mentions suffering. 

They are directing us ahead to Holy Week and the Passion, 

  the first part of the Paschal Mystery, the hard part, 

  which we commemorate on Holy Thursday and Good Friday, 

  his suffering, 

    the scourging at the pillar, the crowning of thorns, 

  the crucifixion itself, 

    being stripped of his garments, the nailing, 

  and his final three hours hanging in torment. 

 

Jesus “learned obedience.” 

  What’s with that? 

Jesus is the Son of God. 

  He doesn’t need to learn obedience, does he? 

If Jesus is without sin, he is always obedient. 
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But there is more to it. 

Yes, Jesus is holy, divine, obedient, 

  but he is also human, 

    and he had a human body just like you and me. 

Jesus had a nervous system, 

  and his body had no desire whatsoever to endure the pain to come. 

Jesus had told his disciples, 

  “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Mt 26:41b). 

His flesh was “weak.” 

His flesh was crying out, “No!  Don’t do it!” 

Jesus had to make a conscious choice 

  to take on the suffering to come. 

Jesus prevailed over the desires of his human body. 

  His decision overrode his human instinct to avoid pain. 

It was not so much that Jesus “learned” obedience by what he suffered; 

  Jesus demonstrated obedience by what he suffered. 

We are going to retell the story of his suffering and obedience twice next week, 

  the first time next Sunday, Palm Sunday of the Passion of the Lord, 

  and the second time on Good Friday, Friday of the Passion of the Lord. 

 

The gospel is the trifecta, the third reading in a row, 

  when it comes to directing us ahead to Holy Week. 

 

Jesus begins by saying, “The hour has come” (Jn 12:23). 

The time for his Passion had arrived, 

  and he used a figure of speech to describe it. 

Jesus said, “Unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, 

  it remains just a grain of wheat; 

  but if it dies, it produces much fruit” (Jn 12:24). 

 

Jesus is the grain of wheat, and the grain’s death is his crucifixion. 

The grain falling to the ground is his burial in the tomb. 

The sprouting of the grain, the new life,  

  and the new blade breaking through the surface of the ground,  

  is Jesus breaking through the stone that was laid across the entrance to his tomb. 

 

And on Easter Sunday, when we celebrate the Resurrection of Jesus, 

  we will focus on the incredible fruit the grain produces. 

The good fruit of the suffering that Jesus endured is: 

  the forgiveness of our sins, 

  our salvation and redemption, 

  the opening of the Gate of Heaven, 

  the assurance of a place in the Father’s house, 

  Jesus’ promise to be our personal escort to heaven on the day we die, 

  to share in his Resurrection and Ascension, 

  and the opportunity to be with him forever in eternal glory. 
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Jesus is the grain of wheat that dies – Good Friday. 

Jesus is the new sprout from the grain that was buried – 

  the Resurrection, Easter. 

 

All three readings are looking ahead to Holy Week. 

It begins next Sunday. 

It is our annual celebration of the Paschal Mystery. 

Please make it a priority. 

I invite you to reserve time to be here for the Sacred Triduum, 

  the solemn celebration of Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Easter. 

 

Spiritually speaking,  

  it is the most important week of the year, 

  the week that stands above every other week, 

    Holy Week, 

  the week we rejoice in the saving grace of our Lord, Jesus Christ. 


