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Jeremiah 51:1-13 
Hebrews 5:5-10 
John 12:20-33 

Today marks an anniversary of sorts.  My first Sunday here at St. James' was the Fifth Sunday 
in Lent last year.  Calendrically speaking, April 1 marks my first anniversary.  Erica and the kids have 
already been here a year.  It has been a wonderful year, for us at any rate.  I hope you haven't 
regretted the vestry's choice to call me as priest-in-charge.  In about six months we will begin a 
process of mutual ministry review with the goal of determining whether I should be called as rector 
of St. James', and whether I feel called to that august position.  While anything can happen, let me just 
say that I intend for Lucy to graduate from Washington School in ten years. 

Looking back at my sermon last year on the Fifth Sunday of Lent, I preached primarily on the 
reading from Ezekiel and the Valley of Dry Bones.  I also quoted Yoda from The Empire Strikes Back, 
establishing something of a trend.  Just last week I referenced Blazing Saddles and Snakes on a Plane. 
Looking at this week's readings, not too many cultural references leap to mind.  Instead, our readings 
turn us, as they should this far into Lent, toward Holy Week and Good Friday.  Our reading from 
Jeremiah speaks of the New Covenant while the readings from the New Testament speak of the nature 
of what Christ did for us on the cross to make that New Covenant a reality. 

Jeremiah was set some 600 years before the birth of Christ.  While we Christians hear “new 
covenant” and immediately think of Christ, for Jews, the idea of a new covenant is more along the 
lines of a renewal of covenant.  Jeremiah has been called by some scholars a “reverse Moses.”  Instead 
of leading the children of Israel into the Promised Land, it is set in the time of the Babylonian exile, 
when the people are being taken out of the land.  Jeremiah has little good news for the people, other 
than the prospect that God has not forgotten them, even if for a while they must suffer.  There will be 
a time of renewal for their covenant with God. 

Seen through the lens of Christianity, the promise of a new covenant sees it fruition in Jesus 
Christ.  Our stories of the Last Supper tell us that Christ's blood is the blood of the new covenant. Was 
Jesus referencing Jeremiah in his choice of words?  Quite possibly.  Whether this is the new covenant 
spoken of by Jeremiah six centuries earlier or not is an open question.  What is important is that 
Christ does make a way for us to be in communion with our God.  The writer of Hebrews tells us that 
Christ “became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him, having been designated by God a 
high priest according to the order of Melchizedek.” 

I'll be honest: I am not a huge fan of the letter to the Hebrews.  Probably because a great deal 
of bad theology seems to be based on what some people read in this so-called “letter.”  It doesn't read 
like a letter.  It doesn't read like Paul.  Even the early church was skeptical about this “Letter of Paul to 
the Hebrews.”  It is placed after the Pauline epistles and before the catholic epistles.  It is neither fish 
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nor fowl, in that sense.  But there it is in Scripture and the Lectionary. 
If you Google “Melchizedek,” you will find an … interesting assortment of writings.  A popular 

thread seems to be that we should understand Jesus to be the reincarnation of Melchizedek.  
Completely bogus, of course.  Jesus is the Incarnation of the Second Person of the Holy Trinity, and as 
such is a unique event in history.  But you can find most anything being said on the internet.  But if 
the crazier explanations of Melchizedek aren't correct, what does the writer of Hebrews mean?   

To begin with, we need to see who the heck this Melchizedek person was.  He is introduced in 
Genesis 14 as the King of Salem.  Salem is the root word for Jerusalem and means “peace.”  His is also 
called priest of the Most High God.  So he is a priest-king.  He comes to see Abraham after Abraham 
won a battle against a coalition of minor kings and rescued his nephew, Lot.  Melchizedek comes out 
to Abraham and brings him bread and wine.  In return, Abraham gives him one tenth of all that he 
has.  Why does that sound familiar?  At any rate, Melchizedek is a priest outside of the Aaronic line. 
He's not of the tribe of Levi.  Priests haven't even been invented yet.  But here he is. 

When the writer of Hebrews calls Jesus a priest of the order of Melchizedek, he means a 
priestly king of peace who is outside the line of all the other priests.  The writer calls Jesus a priest, 
not because he is of the tribe of Levi – remember, Jesus was a decedent of David and thus of the tribe 
of Benjamin – but because he functions as a priests being the only intermediary between us and God. 
We do not need another person to go to God on our behalf.  Through Jesus Christ, we are all made 
priests of God, at least in some senses.  The priesthood of the believer is how it is usually expressed. 

So what am I doing here?  When we talk about the priesthood of the believer, we mean in the 
sense that each of us is able to approach God directly through Christ.  Christ being the Incarnate God, 
he is able to bridge the gap between creature and creator.  But there is still a need for those persons 
called by God to be set apart for particular responsibilities in God's Church.  You don't have to come 
to me for absolution of your sins, for example, but I am empowered to pronounce God's absolution. 
Sometimes, it is good to hear the words, out loud, from another person.  While we are all ministers of 
God's Church, some are given particular responsibilities by virtue of their ordination.  It doesn't mean 
that any of you get to just show up and hang on for the ride.  Each one of us has our jobs to do. 

Our Lord Jesus Christ is the Great High Priest.  And he is the sacrificial lamb.  There is a lot of 
imagery for him, and some of it is contradictory.  But that makes sense when we realize we are trying 
to put into human words and concepts something that is of God.  We can only see through a glass 
darkly for now.  What is important is not that we fully understand what God does for us, but that we 
know that God did it.  Through our Lord Jesus Christ, we are reconciled to God and to each other.  
Neither the writer of Hebrews nor St. Paul nor any other mere human can fully comprehend how 
that happens.  But understanding how it happens is less important than knowing that it happens.  
Trusting in God's grace and then living into the salvation given us through Christ.  In the name of the 
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Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 


