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Mark 14:1-11

Dear God, please fill our hearts with courage and love, that knowing your love we may overcome our fears.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
“Wasteful Extravagance?”

You’re probably familiar with the original “scary story” beginning: “It was a dark and stormy night . . .”.

Mark doesn’t begin his story of Jesus’ Passion, Jesus’ final days, with those exact words, but he does strike that tone.  That ominous, foreboding tone:  It was two days before the Passover and the festival of Unleavened Bread.  The chief priests and the scribes were looking for a way to arrest Jesus by stealth and kill him.”  

If you don’t know anything about this story, you quickly learn that something sinister is afoot and something really bad is about to happen.

This story is the opener to Mark’s Passion narrative, that part of Mark’s gospel that records the final days of Jesus’ life and Jesus’ death.  Up until this point, Mark has been in a hurry.   Everything is rush, rush, rush.  But here Mark slows downs, puts a finger on the pause button of the remote, and things come to screeching halt.  Word has it that Mark’s gospel can be read aloud in about an hour and a half;  of which 1 hour is about Jesus’ 3 years of ministry, and 30 minutes are about his last week.  In other words, Mark spends 60 minutes recording 1095 days and 30 recording 7 days.   So right away we know that these last 7 days are really important.  And the last 3 days, which begin here with this unnamed woman anointing him, are really, really important.
So what’s going on here?

It’s Wednesday of Holy Week.  It’s the Passover time; Jerusalem is overrun with pilgrims, and conflict is in the air.  It’s under these circumstances that Jesus retreats to Bethany for a quiet time with friends.  He has dinner with them.  And then an unnamed woman, for no apparent reason, barges into Simon the Leper’s house with a bottle of perfume to anoint Jesus.  It is, to say the least, peculiar.  For one thing, single women didn’t eat with single men.  Furthermore, single women didn’t act like the woman acts.  And, if you were going to use perfume to anoint someone, you used it sparingly, carefully, to anoint the dead body of a loved one. You did not pour it out.  And no one ever anointed someone while they were still living.  It’s the equivalent of telling your loved one, “Hey, when you’re dead, can I have your jewelry and silver?”  
Immediately the disciples are outraged.  “Why has she wasted that ointment?  Why, it could have been sold for thousands of dollars and the money given to the poor!”  They scolded her, Mark tells us.  But the disciples have a point.  After all, institutions hire consultants to help them know the highest and best use of assets to achieve long-term goals. Giving it all away for love, pouring out a valuable asset on someone’s head, isn’t ordinarily among their recommendations.  
But then Jesus makes an about face: “Let her alone.  Why do you trouble her? She has performed a good service for me.  For you always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you wish, but you will 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.  It was Jesus who spent his ministry serving as a champion of the poor; he spends the majority of his time with the poor; he’s told people to sell everything they have and give it to the poor.  In fact, Jesus speaks more about money and economic justice than any other topic.  

It is, however, a reasonable question: Why not use the valuable asset to do some good? Why waste it? The question deserves thoughtful attention. When times are tough, is it appropriate to fill the church with poinsettias at Christmas and lilies on Easter, wonders Fred Craddock. 
I remember a few years ago having a conversation with the mother of one of our nursery attendants.  It was Easter morning and she was dropping off her daughter for work.  She happened to follow me up to the sanctuary, which was adorned with all of the flowers we normally have on Easter.  The placed looked good.  The musicians were setting up, getting ready to practice.  “You know”, she said, “Such and such church downtown decided not to have any special musicians this Easter.  Instead, they’re giving all that money they would have spent on themselves to their soup kitchen.  Isn’t that cool?”  
I don’t think she met her comment to be a critique of us as much as it was just an observation, but I’ll admit I was a bit embarrassed.  There sat probably $300 worth of flowers which, granted, the church didn’t pay for out of its budget because . . . you all did and the special musicians may have cost $1000, not to mention the soloists and section leaders.  The $1500 or so dollars we were spending for 1 Sunday did give me pause.  And that, of course, didn’t include my salary or the musician’s salary.  It’s hard to argue against her point.  After all, fifteen hundred dollars is more than we contribute to Food Outreach in an entire year.    

Some people see in this story the ongoing tension in some churches between acts of piety and acts of social justice.  It often comes to the surface when church budgets are being discussed.  Do we put our money towards mission since Jesus was so passionate about serving the poor and marginalized and was all about serving others?  Or do we invest resources here in our music and worship and education and even our building?  By the way, this is hardly a hypothetical question.  Your Session and Finance Committee wrestle with them all the time and most especially budget time, which is soon upon us.  What is the faithful thing to do with our resources?  

The answer is not simple, as Jesus tried to teach the disciples. Sometimes, the right thing to do is sell all that you have and give it to the poor.  Sometimes, the faithful thing to do is invest it more close to home.  Those are the sometimes faithful ways of investing our resources.

What Jesus says here is that the all-time faithful way to invest our resources is to give them without reservation and with love.   In other words, there is nothing more important than the impulse to act extravagantly and beautifully out of a heart full of love and for no other reason than that.

If we’re willing to be honest, we’ll admit that we tend to have a problem with that because that’s not how we normally give.  We tend to calculate our gift carefully: I need this much for this, and this much for that, and with what I have left over I’ll give to the poor.  Or, we earmark our contributions, or hope for name recognition or a sizable tax deduction.  None of which is bad per se, but it’s just not what Jesus is about.  I mean, if you really think about it, had Jesus calculated his gift, he never would have made it.  He would have followed the sensible, rational advice of his friends and stayed in Galilee and lived a long and fulfilling life as a popular teacher and rabbi.  But instead he did the exact opposite, which I suppose one could argue was a real waste.  A holy waste.  Who knows, maybe that’s why Judas was so fed up and decided to turn on him?
Maybe, too, that’s why Judas didn’t at all understand the woman’s action.  He was too calculating, too methodical, too utilitarian.  He didn’t understand that sometimes you give to something out of sheer love and for no other reason than that.  You give just because you want to give, because that’s what your heart tells you to do, even if it is senseless and extravagant.  And, one could argue that if everyone gave as senselessly and extravagantly as the woman, there would be no poor.  
The woman demonstrates everything a disciple should be.  All those years Jesus taught the 12 what a disciple should look like, is crystallized in this woman.  Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan in their book “The Last Week” go so far as to call her the first Christian.  “Jesus has been telling the Twelve what leadership entails from Caesarea Philippi to Jerusalem and has gotten nowhere with them,” they write.  “But this unnamed woman believed Jesus . . .”  Believed what he taught, believed what he stood for, and believed him when he said he was going to die for it.  “If you’re going to die,” she must have thought, “then I need to anoint you now, while you’re still here.”  She believed Jesus before anyone discovered the empty tomb.  Believed he was who he said he was.

And Jesus commends her for that.  “She has done what she could,” he said.  “Truly I tell you, wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in her remembrance of her.”  Not in remembrance of me, but of her.  And she has done what she could.  She has done what she could.
All of us here have ample opportunity to do what is right, to practice our faith, and to love others as Jesus did.  We have those opportunities everyday to love extravagantly and senselessly and to give extravagantly and senselessly.

That’s all he asks.  

And it is enough.

In two weeks it will be Palm Sunday, and as we approach the end of this journey, we begin to think about Holy Week and a Last Supper and a crucifixion on a Friday afternoon, and I find myself asking more and more what it all means.  Was he killed because he was a disturber of the peace?  Was he killed for our sins, as so many of us were taught?  Or was there some other reason?
I’m convinced there was some other reason.  What that reason is, I’m still working out, still trying to articulate.  But what I do believe is that it has something to do with love.   And not the sort of senseless love that demands a blood ransom, but a deep, profound love that is so extravagant and so senseless that we don’t know what to call because there are no words for that sort of love.  It is the sort of love that only poets can write of musicians can sing of and which the rest of us best express in the things we do.

And so I close with the words from  a beautiful hymn written by Thomas TRoeger that puts it this way:

A spendthrift lover is the Lord
Who never counts the cost 
Or asks if heaven can afford
To woo a world that's lost.
Our lover tosses coins of gold 
Across the midnight skies
And stokes the sun against the cold
To warm us when we rise.

Still more is spent in blood and tears 
To win the human heart.
To overcome the violent fears
That drive the world apart.
Behold the bruised and thorn-crowned face
Of one who bears our scars
And empties out the wealth of grace 
That's hinted by the stars.

How shall we love this heart-strong God
Who gives us everything,
Whose ways to us are strange and odd,
What can we give or bring?
Acceptance of the matchless gift
Is gift enough to give.
The very act will shake and shift
The way we love and live. Amen.

