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2019-04-07 Barbara Mitchell 

 Lent 5  

Isaiah 43:16-21 and  John 12:1-8 

We’re coming towards the end of Lent and once more we have two 
Bible readings which remind us that Lent is not an event – it’s a 
journey.  

 In our reading from Isaiah we have a wonderful poetic description 
of how the prophet imagined the journey the Jews would make 
after 70 years in Exile in Babylon when they returned to Jerusalem.  
The Babylonian Empire had collapsed and the triumphant Persian 
King, Cyrus, had decided to play “Mr Nice Guy” and declare that all 
exiled foreigners may now return to their home countries.  Isaiah 
drew on the Exodus tradition of the parting of the Red Sea, and the 
way God protected the Israelites in their wilderness wanderings, to 
imagine the triumph which would accompany this new trek to the 
Promised Land. 

John, on the other hand, tells us about the end of a journey – Jesus 
had travelled down from Galilee to celebrate Passover in Jerusalem 
and was staying at the house of Mary, Martha and Lazarus in 
Bethany.  Bethany was an ideal place to stay during the festival 
period, outside the busy, overcrowded city, but within easy reach 
of the Temple. I have walked from Bethany, over the Mount of 
Olives and the Kidron Valley to Jerusalem – and a very pleasant 
morning stroll it was.  Sadly, a walk people can no longer do since 

the Israeli Government built the separation wall around East 
Jerusalem cutting off the village from its larger neighbour. 

This week I have been thinking about journeys a lot with my 
different classes.  My Y7s have been learning about Passover and 
the Exodus and how that links to the Christian tradition of Easter, 
while my GCSE students have been looking at the ethics relating to 
crime and punishment.  They were tackling an exam paper which 
posed the question: “All criminals should be sent to prison.” 
Evaluate this statement from a Christian perspective.  We had to 
look at different forms of punishment which might provide 
alternatives to custodial sentences so they could provide evidence 
for different viewpoints.  In addition to fines, community payback, 
restorative justice and the death penalty we also looked at a 
programme run by a charity called Oikoten which has been running 
in Belgium for over 35 years. 

The Greek word Oikoten means ‘away from home’ and also ‘under 
your own strength’.  It provides selected young offenders with an 
alternative to a prison sentence, drawing on the Christian tradition 
of penance and pilgrimage.  Those chosen are given the 
opportunity to walk in pairs with an adult mentor from Brussels to 
Santiago de Compostela in Spain – a 1450 mile, 4 month trek. They 
are not allowed mobile phones and have minimal pocket money for 
food and basic accommodation en route. If they complete the 
journey on foot and test negative for illegal drugs they are then 
freed from custody.  We watched a film which had been made 
about two of the participants and followed them on their arduous 
journey, which was demanding both physically and spiritually for 
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both the young men and their mentor as the came to terms with 
what was being demanded of them.  One of the young men was 
forced by injury to stop walking two days away from Santiago and 
was in tears as he thought that might negate all the effort he had 
put in to gain his release, while the other did complete the whole 
pilgrimage route. 

The lad who was injured had done the journey to prove to his 
pregnant girlfriend and her parents that he had the determination 
to move away from the world of criminality to become a reliable 
husband and father.  He had applied for the chance to walk so that 
he could turn his life around and build a new life for himself and his 
young family.  The other lad was an immigrant to Belgium from 
Chile, who had not had the greatest start in life but who wanted 
the chance to prove to himself that he was capable of achieving 
something worthwhile. 

Sometimes journeys we undertake, like the lad who suffered an 
injury, can start with high hopes but end with disappointment in 
one way or another - there are transport hiccups, the hotel which 
looked so good in the brochure fails to live up to our expectations 
or our fellow travellers aren’t really the people we would choose to 
spend two weeks with!  

The journey Isaiah envisaged for the Jews sounded wonderful – 
God leading His Chosen People through the arid land that lies 
between modern Iraq and Israel and providing them with all the 
food and water they will need for a glorious return.  But, in reality 
only a few religious Jews chose to take up Cyrus’ offer of returning 
to their ancestral home.  The rest had built good prosperous lives in 

a thriving city where trade was good.  Why should they return to a 
land decimated by war which, commercially speaking, was off the 
beaten track?  So in the books of Haggai and Nehemiah we read 
about the difficulties those returnees faced with not enough 
manpower and money to rebuild the Temple and the city walls of 
Jerusalem.  A disappointing far-cry from the glorious triumph 
predicted by a jubilant Isaiah! 

Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem might also be seen as doomed to 
disappointment. Even before he set off on the final leg Jesus was 
anointed with nard, an expensive perfume from India used to 
prepare a body before burial – a prediction of his impending death.  

The events of Palm Sunday might have seemed to indicate that the 
outcome of that journey would be positive, as the charismatic 
young preacher and miracle-worker from Galilee was welcomed 
ecstatically into the city by cheering crowds.  But things soon went 
downhill and by Friday the crowds were baying for his blood and 
shouting for Jesus to be crucified.  And so Jesus made his final 
journey to the cross, through the narrow and crowded streets of 
the city which had seemed so hospitable, but which were then 
lined with hostile stares and cat-calls – he was just another failed 
messianic figure! 

We all know the end of the story.  That desperate final journey 
ended not with crucifixion and death, but with with the triumph of 
the resurrection three days later.  A hope that spills out into all our 
own spiritual journeys, sometimes when we least expect it. 
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So what happened to those two young men when they finished 
their journey to Santiago?  The one who completed all 1450 miles 
on foot and had hoped this would be the beginning of a fresh start 
for him, returned to Belgium as a free man. But sadly he had little 
in the way of family support – his mother and stepfather were also 
in prison – and although he had gained so much from the journey 
without that vital backing he soon found himself in trouble with the 
law again and back behind bars.  However, the lad who was in such 
deep despair when he had to retire from the trek because of injury, 
was also granted his freedom and had joyfully gone home to build a 
new life for himself with his young family - an opportunity, at the 
time of filming, that he was making the most of.  And we who know 
that our painful Lenten pilgrimage ends with the elation of Easter 
should be preparing in these final days of this penitential season to 
share that joy with others. 

 

 

 

 

 


