
Images in Lent

The Gospel Lessons



Lent 1τLuke 4:1-13

ÅLƳŀƎŜǊȅ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘǿƻ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ άǿƻǊƭŘǎέ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ 
communal consciousness:  
aƻǘƛŦ мΥ  ¢ƘŜ ǳƴƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƛǎ άǎǘŀōƭŜΣέ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ άǎƻƭƛŘ 
ŀǎ ŀ ǊƻŎƪΦέ
Biblical imagesτGod is a rock/fortress/unmoved.  Christ is 
chief cornerstone.
Cultural imagesτPrudential Rock, etc.
¢Ƙŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƛǎ άŦƭƛƎƘǘȅΣέ ƛƳǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘΣ 
insignificant.
Biblical imagesτThe wicked, like windblown chaff, etc.
Cultural imagesτƎƴŀǘǎΣ ŦƭƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ άƴƻ-see-ΩemsΦέ



Lent 1

aƻǘƛŦ нΥ  ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƛǎ άǎǘŀǘƛŎΣέ άǎǘǳŎƪΣέ 
incapable of change and growth.

Biblical imageryτany idol, Herod and all Jerusalem (as 
compared with the star).

Cultural imageryτέ5ǳƳō ŀǎ ŀ ōŀƎ ƻŦ ƘŀƳƳŜǊǎΦέ

That which is capable of movement has potency, is 
άŘȅƴŀƳƛŎΣέ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ

Biblical imageryτtǊƻŘƛƎŀƭ ǎƻƴ άŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΧέ

Cultural imageryτfour-wheel drive vehicle in snow 
commercial on TV, etc.  



Our Lection:  Motif 1 or 2?



Analogies

Åά{ǘƻƴŜέ

Åά[ƻŀŦέ



Shaping a Sermonic Plot

Åά/ƻƳƳŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘƻƴŜ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ƭƻŀŦ ƻŦ 
ōǊŜŀŘΣέ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ 5ŜǾƛƭΦ

άbƻΣέ WŜǎǳǎ ǊŜǇƭƛŜǎΣ άbƻǘ ōȅ ōǊŜŀŘ ŀƭƻƴŜΦέ

(Not for the Evil One.  That stone will just remain 
ŀ ǎǘƻƴŜΣΧǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŀȅΗύ

Contemporary imagery:



Shaping a Sermonic Plot

Å{ƻ ŀƭƭ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ άǊƻŎƪ-ƘŀǊŘέ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 
ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎΣΧǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŀȅΦ

Example set:

ÅBut to announce the reign of God, Jesus will take 
stone-like folks and transform us into the One 
Loaf that is his Body.

Image:
ÅSo here we are at the beginning of Lentτand the 

Spirit is working within us like leaven in the 
ŘƻǳƎƘΦ  άhƴŜ ƭƻŀŦ ǊƛǎƛƴƎΧέ  όLƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΥ  ōǊŜŀŘ-
baking abundance)
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Lent 3τLuke 13:1-9

ά¢ƘŜ .ŀǊǊŜƴ CƛƎ ¢ǊŜŜέ

ÅThe parable presents two dominant images, one 
within the other:

- ±ƛƴŜȅŀǊŘΥ  tŜǊŜƴƴƛŀƭ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ŦƻǊ DƻŘΩǎ 
covenant people in the Hebrew Scriptures.  And 
with that connection, the vineyard can be either a 
place of curse (where the grapes set the teeth on 
edge) or of blessing (with the vines bearing the 
finest grapes for the finest wine).





Lent 3

ÅWithin the vineyard image in that of the fig tree, 
another biblical metaphor, but now for kingdom 
abundance.  (In the fullness of time, each person 
sits under their own fig treeτShalom.)
ÅBy way of background, a fig tree was considered 

unclean for the first three yearsτno figs could be 
harvested.  Also, there was noting unusual about 
planting fig trees in a vineyard.  So, after three 
years, the time for bearing and harvesting figs has 
come, all within a fruitful vineyardτa Russian 
egg metaphor of abundance and shalom!





Lent 3

ÅProblem is, for three years following its initial 
three yearsτsix in totalτthe fig tree has been 
barren.  No fruit.  (And given this dismal record, 
the likelihood of any change in the situation is nil.  

ÅWe will let the image within the image shape the 
moves within a Buttrick sermon in the mode of 
reflectivity.  (Note that each move will need to be 
imaged out of the lived experience of the 
listeners.)



Lent 3

ÅMove 1:  There is barrenness in the vineyard.

(Since we are certain of our 
ecclesial/covenantal location, we will look 
around the church and the churches for signs 
of barrenness.)



Lent 3

ÅFaced with a lack of fruitfulness, the owner 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘǎ ŀǎ ǿŜ ŘƻΦ  ά/ǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻǿƴΗέ ƘŜ 
ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜǎΦ  ά²Ƙȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƛǘ ōŜ ǿŀǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
ǎƻƛƭΚέ

(Now we shift to some analysis of this 
ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ άŎǳǘ Řƻǿƴέ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ 
people we deem unfruitful.  Shall we deploy 
other images, examples, or an illustration?) 



Lent 3

ÅBut the gardener speaks up, defending this 
ōŀǊǊŜƴ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ  ά{ƛǊΣ ƭŜŀǾŜ ƛǘ ŀƭƻƴŜΣέ ƘŜ ŎǊƛŜǎ ƻǳǘΦ  
What an odd word to hear from our gardener 
God!

(Probably a terse, powerful illustrationτa 
story not heard beforeτmay function best 
here.)



Lent 3

ÅBut this fig tree is not just getting a reprieve.  
It is receiving promises of care and abundant 
love.  The gardener will dig around it and put 
manure on it.  Grace, not wrath.

(Here is the crucial issue of the sermon:  How 
to name grace!  What are the images of this 
nurture and care, though we be unworthy?)



Lent 3

ÅάLŦ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ ȅŜŀǊΣέ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǊŘŜƴŜǊΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 
a season in which grace is offered; that season is 
ƴƻǿΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǊΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 
season for bearing much fruit.  How tragic it 
would be to squander this year of grace.

(Now the note of boundaries and yet opportunity 
comes into play.  What would it look like if we 
now respond to grace with fruitfulness.  Perhaps 
ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƛƭƭ ǿƻǊƪ ōŜǎǘ ƘŜǊŜΧύ



Lent 5τJohn 12:1-8

One approach to the interpretation of biblical 
narratives is to discern the oppositions within 
the story that drive its plot and give fullness 
and interest to its characters.  Identifying 
these oppositions within the story will also 
provide the preacher with generative tensions 
which will provide the way toward a 
homiletical plot.  We therefore begin by 
spotting the profound oppositions within the 
story and its larger context as well.



Lent 5

Oppositions

ÅDeath and life (at present, symbolized in Lazarus)

ÅBanquet six days before Passover and Passover

Å¢ƘŜ ǎƳŜƭƭ ŀǘ [ŀȊŀǊǳǎΩ ǘƻƳō ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƻƳŀ 
ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ aŀǊȅΩǎ ǎŜƭŦƭŜǎǎ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŀŘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
anointing.

ÅThe proper social roles of a Jewish woman in the 
ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎŜƴΦ ŀƴŘ aŀǊȅΩǎ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ άǎƘŀƳŜŦǳƭέ 
action.



Lent 5

Oppositions (cont.)

Å¢ƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ άŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƎǊŀƴŎŜέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
άIƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘέ ό¢ŜƳǇƭŜύ ƭƻƻǎƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ŀǊƻƳŀΦ

ÅaŀǊȅΩǎ ƎǊŀǘǳƛǘƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ƎƛŦǘ ŀƴŘ 
WǳŘŀǎΩ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ

ÅThe poor as objects of our charity and the 
poor as those who are with us and among us.





Lent 5

²Ŝ ǿƛƭƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅ 9ǳƎŜƴŜ [ƻǿǊȅΩǎ άƭƻƻǇέ ŀǎ ƻǳǊ 
sermonic plot.  The oppositions will propel the 
story.

Conflict:  Odd time and place for a banquet.  
όWŜǎǳǎΩ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƪƛƭƭ 
ƘƛƳΦ  !ƴŘ [ŀȊŀǊǳǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ άƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǎȅƳōƻƭέ 
ƻŦ WŜǎǳǎΩ ƭƛŦŜ-giving power.  So why is he still up 
here so close to Jerusalem.  And what is 
Martha doing presiding at this Eucharist?



Lent 5

ÅComplication: The prodigal act of Maryτ
ǎǇƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎŎŜƴǘ ƻƴ WŜǎǳǎΩ ŦŜŜǘ 
along with her shameful act of wiping his feet 
with her hair claims all attention.  The whole 
house is filled with the aroma.  The entire 
ŀǎǎŜƳōƭȅ ƛǎ ŎŀǇǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ƘŜǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣΧΦŜȄŎŜǇǘ 
WǳŘŀǎΦ  ά²Ƙȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊŦǳƳŜ ƴƻǘ ǎƻƭŘΧΣέ ƘŜ 
begins.  And at this point, thief or not, we 
tend to agree with Judas.  (Concrete 
analogies)



Lent 5

ÅSudden Shift:  WŜǎǳǎ ǊŜǇƭƛŜǎΣ ά[ŜŀǾŜ ƘŜǊ ŀƭƻƴŜΗέ  
Meaning, the aroma will abide throughout the 
house, and Martha will continue to preside at the 
Holy Meal, and life and death will continue to get 
all mixed up and out of sequence.  So this is an 
ŀƴƻƛƴǘƛƴƎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΩǎ ōǳǊƛŀƭΣ ŀǘ ŀ 9ǳŎƘŀǊƛǎǘƛŎ 
feast for Lazarus who was dead and now lives.  

(Can we possibly preach this text in the absence 
of its culmination in the Eucharist?)
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ÅUnfolding: So here we are, gathered at Table 
ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ǊƛǎŜƴ [ƻǊŘΣ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǳƴŘǎ άȅŜǘ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ 
ŀōƻǾŜΦέ  !ƴŘ ǿŜ ŎƘŜŎƪ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 
characters are present at the Holy Meal.  Yes, 
ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƻǳǊ aŀǊǘƘŀΩǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǎŜǊǾŜΦ  !ƴŘ 
Jesus remains the source of our life and 
summit of our adoration.  And there is 
probably that abiding tension within our 
community between the gestures of selfless 
extravagance and calculating charity.
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And what about the poor?  They should be here 
to!  (We always have them with us, among us.)

!ƴŘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ we smell?




