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John 12:1-8

“You Ain’t Seen Nothin’ Yet”

It’s hard to believe it is the 5th Sunday of Lent and that Palm Sunday is next week.  Where has the time gone?

You know, this little soiree that John talks about in his twelfth chapter must have been one heckuva a dinner party.  It takes place in Bethany at the home of Lazarus.  Lazarus, some of you might recall, was a good friend of Jesus’.  Lazarus was also dead-literally.  He died.  He sat in a tomb for four days as dead as a doornail until Jesus came and brought him back to life.  It must have been some sight to behold-Jesus laughing and carrying on with Lazarus while Martha served them dinner.  Martha, ever the practical sister, made a big point of telling Jesus just before he rolled away the stone from Lazarus’s tomb, that it was going to stink in there on account of the fact that Lazarus had been dead four days.  “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead four days,” she tells Jesus.  It makes me wonder if Lazarus was still kind of stinky at the dinner party.

The only reason I bring that up is because Mary, the impractical sister, breaks open that jar of expensive perfume and pours it all over Jesus’ feet.  Can you imagine the odor at the party?  With the stench of death on one man and perfume on the other, it’s a wonder any person wants to get near Lazarus’ house.  But you know, dead men brought back to life create a crowd.  And the man who brought him back to life creates an even bigger crowd.  Everyone wants to see Jesus.  They want to know if the rumors are true.  Can he really bring people back to life, they want to know?  
The crowds are a problem, though.  People notice crowds.  Important people, like the chief priests and Pharisees, notice crowds.  And if they continue to allow Jesus to go on performing such incredible miracles like bringing dead people to life, they’re doomed.  Because they can’t compete with that.  They can’t bring people back to life.  So they tell anyone who sees Jesus to let them know, because they want to arrest him, try him, convict him, and execute him.  They didn’t want to leave anything to chance.  There’s a real element of danger at this soiree.  As I said, this must have been one heckuva a party-a dead guy, a wanted man-who just happens to be the Messiah, and a woman who lets her hair down and douses that future Messiah with expensive perfume must have been a sight to behold.  By the way, that perfume would probably be worth about $12,000 in today’s economy. 
Is it any wonder Judas says to her, “What a waste.  What a foolish, foolish waste.”  
Judas is the treasurer, the keeper of the common purse.  He’s the disciple that pays the bills.  John also lets us that Judas happens to skim a little off the top, too.  But I think his question is a valid question, even if his motives aren’t pure.  “Why wasn’t that perfume sold and the money given to the poor?” He asks.  It’s a valid question, and I can tell you that it’s a question asked by all church treasurers and finance and mission committees at every church, including this one.  Most churches don’t run around wasting a year’s worth of church pledges on 1 act of such extravagance that borders on embarrassing.  And if they do, a reasonable session would ask for an accounting.
But Jesus comes to Mary’s defense. “She’s been keeping the perfume for my burial, which could happen any day now. You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.” Opponents of welfare programs to help poor people like to quote Jesus to justify not passing legislation that might actually help poor people. So it’s worth pausing to observe that he was quoting the law, a phrase everyone knew, from the book of Deuteronomy, which urges generosity to the poor. This is what it says: “Give liberally and be ungrudging. . . . Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I therefore command you, ‘Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor” (Deuteronomy 15:10). So to cite “the poor you always have with you” as a reason not to extend help is a distortion and certainly not what Jesus meant.  Jesus, after all, spent his whole life among mostly poor people and preached a gospel of social justice (despite what Glenn Beck says). 
Jim Wallis, editor of Sojourners magazine, tells a story about how he and some seminary friends decided to do a little experiment with a Bible.  With a pair of scissors they cut out every reference to the poor.  Every time the poor were named in the Old and New Testament they cut it out.  “The gospel is good news for the poor.”  “God is on the side of the poor.”  When they were done they had a Bible that was literally in shreds.  It wouldn’t stay together.  Jim said he used to go and preach with that Bible and hold it up high in front of American congregations and say, “Brothers and sisters, this is the American Bible, full of holes.”

An ad once run in the New York Times had a picture of Jesus and the following caption: "How can you worship a homeless man on Sunday and ignore one on Monday?"

Friends, Jesus’ reply to Judas that the poor will always be with us is not an excuse to do nothing.  I know you know this already, but it bears reminding.  Jesus does not say that there is nothing we can do about poverty, what Jesus says is that poverty will be an eternal challenge.  But what about that nard?  I think the answer can be found in something Mother Theresa once said, and that is "America's wealth makes her poverty much worse than India's because it leads to spiritual death."  Clinging to our wealth will lead to our spiritual death.  
On Friday I was waiting in line at Kinko’s.  On the counter was a book with the title, “Start Over, Finish Rich”.  That title is the antithesis of what Jesus preaches.  Next to preaching about the poor there was nothing that Jesus liked to preach on more than money and what we do with it.  Jesus was very concerned with what we do with our nard-our money-because he knows that how we spend it is a sign of our faithfulness.  Perhaps if Judas had been as generous with his money and possessions as Mary was with hers, there wouldn’t be any need to be concerned about the poor because there wouldn’t be any poor people.
There is nothing more that Jesus loves than extravagant wastefulness that helps others, because when we are extravagant and wasteful with what we have for the good of others, we give Glory to God.  Which is why Mary is praised in our story.

Mary is praised for her actions because her love is so extravagant that it knows no cost.  I’m sure that Mary herself was poor and could have used that money to buy herself, her sister Martha and her brother Lazarus some food.  Instead, she chooses to give all she has to her dear friend.  It is a completely selfless love of a woman for her friend, and it foreshadows the utterly selfless love that Jesus has for us.  

The great theologian Paul Tillich said about Mary: “She has performed an act of holy waste growing out of the abundance of her heart. Judas,” Tillich observed, “has his emotional life under control. . . . Jesus (alone) knows that without the abundance of heart nothing great can happen. . . . He knows that calculating love is not love at all.”

“The history of humankind,” Tillich continues, “is the history of men and women who wasted themselves and were not afraid to do so. They did not fear to waste themselves in the service of a new creation. They wasted out of the fullness of their hearts.” 

And finally “Without the abundance and heart, nothing great can happen.  Do not suppress in yourselves the abundant heart, the waste of self-surrender. . . . Keep yourself open for the creative moment. Do not suppress the impulse to do what Mary did at Bethany. You will be reproached as she was. But Jesus was on her side and he is also on yours.” (Tillich, “Holy Waste,” The New Being, pp.46–49).

 In just one week we will “celebrate” the “passion” of Christ.  It is probably odd to the outside world that we celebrate the death of our savior.  But we know-have faith-believe-that the Passion story is, at its very core, a love story.  Not a sentimentalized or erotic love story, but a story of demanding love, love of the highest striving, love that knows no cost.  It shows us how, as one poet put it so eloquently, “to give and give, and give again, what God hath given thee; to spend thyself nor count the cost; to serve right gloriously.”

Jesus helped and served others until the better end.  He gave hope to the thief on the cross, and offered forgiveness to the crowd who mocked him.  Even unto death, Jesus served people and offered a completely selfless love that knows no cost.

How, then, can we do the same?  How do we share such a selfless love with other people through the things we do and the things we have?  Our model for such behavior rests in Mary, who knew that her love was not to be kept close to her, hoarded and held for consumption and hers alone.  As the great Protestant preacher Harry Emerson Fosdick pointed out long ago, “we receive God’s love the way the Sea of Galilee receives it source: the water comes in fresh and clean and wends its way from one end to the other, and then the sea passes it on, emptying itself into the Jordan River.  This way, the Galilee remains clean and full of life; because it accepts the water, makes use of it, but then gives it to another.”
Mary risked, she loved and she gave.  Whether we do or not is up to us.  But when we give, we do no less than honor God, who walked among us as Christ.  

Amen.
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