LOVING TO DEATH       

John 12:1-8        
3-21-10
Two farmers were discussing the relative merits of different approaches to agriculture.  The farmer from Rhode Island was a proponent of intensive farming.  He proudly displayed a photograph and pointed to a tiny, fenced patch of vegetables.  "This is our farm."

The farmer from Montana was a proponent of extensive agriculture. He looked at the picture and scoffed, "That's your farm?  Why, I can get in my car at 8:00 am, drive all day in a straight line, and by 8:00 pm STILL not come to the edge of my farm."

The first farmer replied, "I know exactly what you mean.  I had a car like that once!"

As usual, when John tells a story, we find several layers of meaning. Of the Gospel writers, John has the most complex style and purpose.

Today's episode is no exception. On the surface, this incident involving Mary of Bethany and Jesus forms a bridge between the long account of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead and the account of Jesus' entry into Jerusalem for the last week of his earthly life.  Bethany is just over the hill from the Holy City. Pilgrims often stayed in Bethany when the Passover crowds grew large.  On this particular occasion, Jesus was in the company of his friends - Mary, the quiet contemplative; Martha, the busy servant and hostess; and Lazarus, who, John reminds us, was raised from the dead.  The once dead man was even sitting right there at dinner with everyone else.

John skillfully uses this episode to tell us how Jesus came near to Jerusalem prior to his triumphal entry AND to tell us how Jesus moved from one thing to another - from his most amazing miracle to his fate among those who sought to kill him.

For the gospel writer, John, this story is very convenient.

But it serves still another purpose.  John takes great pains to give us a glimpse of the troubled soul of Judas.  In one fell swoop, we are told his full name (Judas Iscariot), that he will later betray his master, that he raises objections to Mary's act of devotion, AND that he stole money from the other disciples! Is there any doubt who the bad guy is in this story?

Yet, there is more.  Not only is Judas the betrayer of Jesus, but he also speaks for all of us who would object to Mary's extravagance. What a waste!  How many hungry mouths might be fed with the money! How dare we think of putting in stain-glass windows when we could give that money to Habitat for Humanity and build more homes for those who need them!  How could we think about hand stitched communion rail cushions when so many children in the 3rd World lack safe drinking water!

These arguments are compelling, practical, sensible. Yet, this time, Jesus rejects them. He is moved by Mary's show of love.  He tells those voices for whom Judas speaks to be silent. Perhaps Jesus knows that these same voices which object to the "waste" of expensive perfume on his feet would also have him avoid the Cross as an extreme, fanatical, and unnecessary 

extravagance.

Had Mary listened carefully at Jesus' feet on many occasions? Had she taken to heart his frequent images of the kingdom of God? Like a pearl of great value for which a merchant will pay any price.  Like a treasure hidden in a field for which a man will sell all that he has in order to buy that field.  Like a lost coin for which a woman will sweep the whole house until she finds it.   Did Mary realize what she and the other followers had 

found in Jesus?   Do WE?

Like the forgiving love of the father for the prodigal son, we are shocked by Mary's extravagance.  It IS a waste ... the way the world measures waste.  It IS ludicrous ... to anoint him as though for burial.  It IS insane ... to think that Jesus would walk right into the midst of his enemies with no defense save his radical trust in his heavenly Father.  It makes NO sense ... that Jesus would hang on a cross and die.  God doesn't die.  The Lord 

of the Universe doesn't suffer betrayal and pain and humiliation and desertion.

Yet this is how the story, OUR story, is told.  And Jesus found special meaning in Mary's act.  You may not find this in any of the commentaries, but I think Jesus was so moved by Mary's moment of servanthood and loving extravagance that, a few nights later, he was led to take up a basin and towel to wash the disciples' feet.  Jesus might have said, "Remember what Mary did for me at dinner? Remember how shocked you all were?  Remember how you objected to the waste?  Well, let me show you how right she was!  Following me looks like this.

We are told that the "house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume."  The Early Church fathers said this meant that the whole Church is filled with the sweet memory of Mary's act. Matthew tells us that Jesus said her act would be retold where ever the gospel was proclaimed.  But the strong fragrance has another value.  Ointments and perfumes used for burial had a strong scent in order to cover the smell of death.  Until a body could be sealed in a tomb or grave, some way had to be found to counter the effects of decomposition.  A strong, sweet perfume was added to the ointment for this purpose.  So, when Mary opened that jar and began to anoint Jesus' feet, everyone there would've been unmistakably reminded of death.

When we gather around the table to share the Lord's Supper, we cannot and should not mask the fact of Jesus' death. 
Our Catholic brothers and sisters have always maintained a strong understanding of the communion table being an altar - a place of sacrifice.  Every time Christians share the holy meal, we do so recalling the "night he gave himself up for us."  Every time we gather around the table, we pray God to accept us as a "living sacrifice."  Christ's body and blood are BROKEN, GIVEN, and POURED OUT for us.
I hope that never keeps you away from the Lord's Supper. Does the thought of God dying on your behalf bother you?  Does your failure to comprehend the mystery of Christ's sacrifice keep you from sharing the bread and cup?  Do you count yourself somehow unworthy of Christ's Holy Meal?

Let me remind you that it is not our WORTHINESS that draws us!  As the old Scottish minister once said to a woman who refused to drink from the communion chalice, "Take it, woman. It's for sinners; it's for you."  We do not come to the table proclaiming our worthiness, we come confessing our need.
You see, it is our worthiness IN GOD'S EYES that draws God to this table.  We are loved so much, no sacrifice is too great.  We are worth so much, God will even die to get us!

God loves us to death!  How wondrous are the ways of the Lord!

In the early 1970’s, the noted British journalist Malcom Muggeridge traveled to India to interview Mother Teresa.  She and her Sisters of Mercy had been offering care and dignity to folks on the streets of Calcutta for many years and had become well-known.

From that series of conversations Muggeridge wrote a book, the title of which he took from one interview in which he asked Mother Teresa what motivated her to work with such desperate people in such desperate circumstances. The needs were so great and her efforts often seemed to  make so little impact.   She replied, “Every morning as I rise and pray to our heavenly Father, I ask only for the chance to do something beautiful for God this day.”

When Mary did what she did for Jesus, the folks watching questioned such an extravagant show of affection … what a waste, they said.  But Jesus understood.  He knew what Mary was doing.  He knew what he was doing.  And he invites us to love like that.

So, if you have the chance to do something, anything beautiful for God today … take it.








AMEN

