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John 12:1-8: Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead. There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those at the table with him. Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus' feet, and wiped them with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said, "Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?" (He said this not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put into it.) Jesus said, "Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me." 
Last week we heard Jesus tell a story about a son who squandered everything to his own detriment and a father who also squandered everything in joyful reconciliation. This week we’ve switched Gospels from Luke to John, but we’ve still got a story about squandering on our hands. In both stories there’s something more than a little bit outrageous going on, but then there’s always something outrageous about the love of God. And that’s a good thing.
There’s even something a bit outrageous about the way John sets up this episode. It starts with Jesus having dinner with Lazarus, who, by the way, used to be a corpse. But now he’s having dinner with Jesus. Now suppose I started telling you a story like this: “Last week Bill Novak went to a dinner party at this guy’s house. That, by the way, was after they got back from this convention on the planet Mars, but let me tell you what happened at that dinner party.” A convention on Mars is not something you just casually mention as you’re getting ready to tell a story about something else, but John does something like that with Lazarus. Of course, John did already tell us about that, didn’t he? But that doesn’t make it any less mind-boggling to hear it mentioned in passing.
Now just to get this out of the way, I hope you realize that in Churches like ours—our branches of the Lutheran and Anglican Churches—it’s perfectly OK for you to believe that this story about Lazarus reflects more imagination than memory at work in the telling of it, before John got around to putting it down on paper. It’s also OK for you to take it at face value—just as if it were reported this morning on Fox News, or even a credible news source ((). Our creeds and confessions don’t ask you to make up your mind about how this story got written, because they, and John too, want you to at least consider believing something even more startling than raising a very dead man to life again.

 John wants us to believe that the Word, who was somehow God, “became flesh and lived among us” (1:14) in Jesus of Nazareth. That’s the part of the story John really cares about, and to me, at least, that makes raising the dead look pretty tame. No wonder John tosses it into the story so casually.
So now, back to the story, here’s Jesus, who just happens to be the Word-made-flesh, having dinner with Lazarus, who just happens to have been (until recently) dead as a doornail. And that’s just the set-up for this episode.
We’ve also met Mary and Martha, Lazarus’ sisters. They’re not having dinner. They’re working. That was the usual arrangement back then. Martha does the serving. Mary does something strange.
Mary squanders a year’s wages worth of perfume on Jesus’ feet, and then she literally lets her hair down to wipe them off. Now in case you didn’t know, letting your hair down back then was about as acceptable as hiking your cocktail dress up above your waist at a formal reception today. So this is a bit bizarre. On top of that, when you anoint people with that expensive stuff, you’re supposed to anoint their heads, not their feet, with one exception, and that’s if you’re anointing a corpse before the funeral. But the only corpse here is Lazarus, and he’s an ex-corpse now. So not only does Mary seem totally unaware of finances or social propriety, she also can’t seem to tell the difference between the living and the dead, either. Her behavior isn’t just impractical or socially awkward, it’s utterly demented. Maybe somebody should check her into the stress center.
So now we’ve got a story about the Word-made-flesh, and ex-corpse, and his demented sister. The only ordinary people left are Martha and Judas. No, wait a minute, Judas turns out to be an embezzler. So that leaves Martha. But Martha’s already out of the picture. So I guess there aren’t any ordinary people left, just an embezzler, a lunatic, an ex-corpse and the Word-made-flesh. That just might be a clue that the rest of the story’s going to unfold just as oddly as it started.

Judas, the embezzler, comes across as the voice of sanity and social justice. If you’re going to throw money around like that, he says, wouldn’t it be better to give it to the poor? It’s actually the sort of thing you might expect Jesus to say himself. But this time it’s Judas who says it. We know that Judas is one of the villains in this whole drama—John says as much—so we don’t expect him to say something Jesus might have said. But he’s the one who said it. Put the money toward God’s coming reign. Give it to the poor. Don’t waste it. Sounds like good advice, doesn’t it? If Judas doesn’t really mean it, so what? It’s still a good idea. Who could object to that?
Well, this time, Jesus objects. Who would have expected that? This is the man who started out his ministry saying he had been anointed to bring good news to the poor (Luke 4:18). Has he forgotten? He tells Judas, “You always have the poor with you,” as if other people’s poverty were something we should just learn to live with. And in fact there have been Christian leaders all throughout the history of the Church who have used this particular verse to say just that.
We Lutherans and Episcopalians might want to stop and think about this for a minute, because just this past September the Presiding Bishops of our two Churches issued a joint pastoral letter endorsing the UN’s Millennium Development Goals, all of them aimed at eradicating extreme global poverty by 2015. The Bishops together claimed that “the resources, strategies, and knowledge to end global poverty exist if only the moral and political will can be built” (www.elca.org/bishop/m_060914.html). So both our Churches are on record saying that other people’s poverty is definitely not something we should just learn to live with. That’s one reason why Grace Unlimited and the Indiana-Kentucky Synod sent some of our students to Washington, D.C. last week to learn how to lobby on behalf of those goals. It’s a central theme of both Testaments, and a major theme in Jesus own preaching.
So what’s going on here in Jesus’ reply to Judas? He’s actually reminding Judas of a passage in Deuteronomy (15:11): God says, “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 in your land.’” Sounds close. “You always have the poor with you.” “There will never cease to be some in need on the earth.” This is a call for generosity. It’s still good news to the poor. Jesus is not saying, “Let’s just live with other people’s poverty.” He’s saying that we can always count on having opportunities to help those in need. And that’s exactly what he expects us to keep doing.
His disappointment with Judas is that Mary has just given everybody a glimpse of what’s going to happen soon, and Judas, of all people, ought to have noticed. What’s going to happen soon is that the Word-made-flesh is about to go through what Lazarus went through, with some help from Judas. He’s going to die. In him, John believes, and we’re asked to believe, the very life of God is about to be poured out on all of us, poured out without stopping to count the cost. And the whole world will be filled with the fragrance of that outpouring, just as “the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.” Mary is just eccentric enough to have figured that out before anybody else. And her outrageous act is a kind of sacrament of this outrageous outpouring of the love of God.
Judas can’t see that. And it’s not just because he’s an embezzler or about to turn traitor. It’s because he’s too busy planning things to let anything or anyone get in his way. What Mary did doesn’t fit any plan. It’s an outrageous response to the outrageous outpouring of God. And there’s no room for the outrageous in Judas’s life, whether it’s Mary’s or God’s. He’s really not so different from the rest of us. We spend most of our lives trying to make things more predictable, and by itself, that’s not wrong. We’d be dead if we didn’t do that. But if the predictable is all we’ve left room for in our lives, we’ve managed to shut out the love of God.
It’s the Fifth Sunday in Lent. Next Sunday begins Holy Week. Isn’t it more than a bit ironic that we’ve made all this into a predictable drama? We can go through all the motions without letting any of it touch us too deeply. Our liturgies may speak with impressive power, but we’ve learned how to play safe with them. We know how to shut God out of our lives, and every one of us is as skilled at that as Judas ever was.
But we’ve still got these reminders of the sheer outrageousness of God’s love. We still get confronted by stories like this one that go against the grain of the stories we spin out on our own. And what’s even more important than these reminders, we’ve got God right here among us. The very life of God is still being poured out on all of us, poured out without stopping to count the cost, poured out no matter how long it may take for each one of us to notice. It’s “Grace Unlimited,” “God’s love on God’s terms, unlimited by ours,” the power of sheer generosity set loose in our world, right here and right now. Thanks be to God. Amen.
