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                               John 12:1-8

The story we just read from the Gospel of John is a tricky one.  It is told in each of the four Gospels in our Bible, but it is told differently in each one.  I find John’s telling the toughest because it gives Judas the role of objecting to Mary’s extravagant, wasteful act when she uses a costly bottle of ointment to anoint Jesus’ feet.  Other gospel writers give these words to the disciples as a group, but John gives them to the disciple we know will betray Jesus, and then ups the ante even more by noting that Judas wasn’t really interested in helping poor people—he wanted the money for himself.  The text makes it clear that only a bad person with bad motives would react to Mary’s actions like Judas did.


But is that really true?  

Imagine that someone in this congregation did something like this.  Imagine, for example, that you come into KC some morning and find that Carol Dunlavey has filled the church with $60,000 worth of fresh cut flowers.  Even inch of space is filled with orchids flown in from Hawaii just for us, and it’s all for the glory of God.  Or imagine you come to church and discover that this morning, Rick and Florence Miller have hired the full Baltimore Symphony Orchestra to accompany our hymns, all for the glory of God.  There might be a few of you who could just sit back and appreciate the gift, but I have a feeling most of us would be muttering, “Why this waste?  There are so many other things that need our money!  How could waste like this ever make sense, even if it is dedicated to God?”


In other places in scripture, Jesus makes it clear that he has no interest in showy, ostentatious displays, especially when they take place in the context of religious activity.  He is unimpressed by the rich people who give large offerings in the temple, and notices instead the poor widow who just give her few pennies.  He is chagrined by those who offer elaborate prayers in public or those who make a show of their fasting.  Do these things in secret, he says.  And he insists that he should be able to perform healings on the Sabbath because compassion is more important that religious traditions or rituals.


I don’t think this story illustrates an ethical rule.  In fact, if we evaluate Mary’s actions according to our sense of Christian ethics, I think we can find them wanting.  So in order to understand this story—in order to understand why Jesus speaks approvingly of Mary’s actions, defending them to those who critique her on ethical grounds—we have to ask, what is right about this?  

*      *     *     *


It’s a little hard to put words to, isn’t it?  That’s our first clue that Mary is expressing something very deep here, something that goes way deeper than words. To find the heart of this story, we have to go past the words and look for what Mary is expressing that embarrasses so many others.


First of all, I think she is expressing desire.  She is showing everyone around her that she wants to be intimate with Jesus, she wants to be close with him.  As soon as we acknowledge that, our minds zoom off to the sexual realm.  We think of “The DaVinci Code” and imagine that the snickers in the room are like our responses when we see a couple engage with too much overt flirting in public.  “Get a room!” the disciples are giggling.  


But what if Mary is expressing her desire not for sexual intimacy with Jesus, but spiritual intimacy?  What if her step towards him, her reach for him, her touch of him, her connection with him are all expressions of our own desire for real intimacy with the divine?  What if Mary is expressing the deepest desires of our own heart?  Well then, her actions are even more threatening because they expose not a secret sexual tryst, but our own deep yearning to touch and be touched, to know and be known.


Are you aware of that desire in your own heart?  It is so deep, so profound, that many of us have covered it over with layers and layers of deflection and distraction.  We can access so many other desires more readily—our desire for food or excitement or success or things or sex.  But we know these desires aren’t really our root longings because as soon as we fulfill them we feel compelled to look for something else, something more.  At the beginning of his “Confessions”, St. Augustine describes the spiritual journey saying,  “You have made us and directed us towards yourself and our heart is restless until we rest in you.”


But do we dare expose this deep, aching hunger, to show ourselves as that vulnerable, even to God?  It is helpful to notice the second thing that Mary expresses in this story:  confidence that we can approach Jesus and that we will be received.  I know she felt the eyes of everyone in that room on her.  I know she heard their little snickers and comments.  I know she was aware that many of them would draw the wrong conclusion about what she was doing.  But she proceeded.  She did not back away.  Why not?  Because she was confident that Jesus would welcome her.  He would receive her gesture, her gift, and the whole aching, gaping pit of need of her heart that she opened, fully and without defense to him in that moment.


I was reading Harvey Cox’s most recent book, “The Future of Faith” this week, and was struck by a distinction he makes throughout the book between “faith” and “belief”.  We often use the words interchangeably, he notes.  But actually the two things are distinct.  Belief is what we have when we cannot be certain.  “I believe I’ll be there by noon,” means, “I’m not certain I’ll make it, but I’ll do my best.  That will be our working assumption.”  Faith, on the other hand, is a matter of confidence.  “I have faith in you,” means “I trust you.  You have my confidence.”  

Cox goes on to say that over the course of our life, beliefs can come and go.  Our beliefs might develop in one area and completely fall apart in another.  At times we may even feel like we don’t believe a thing.  But faith is a different matter.  Faith takes us beyond explanation, beyond explication, even beyond words.  Faith is primordial, pre-verbal, basic.  It is related to such wordless emotions as awe, wonder, love.  Faith is the confidence that these deep desires of our heart are not pointless.  In fact they have a point.  They have a direction.  They lead us back to our origin, to God.  Faith is the confidence that we can go home again.  That we can bring those deepest, darkest longings to God and find ourselves welcomed and received, without shame or embarrassment, but rather with the greatest tenderness.  And to those who might look on and snicker, Jesus, who expresses the heart of God, responds, “She has done something beautiful.”

Last weekend, I led a women’s retreat back in my hometown of St. Paul, Minnesota.  I had planned this retreat well in advance and yet, I found myself surprised by what happened on a number of occasions.  At one point, I sat at a table with brightly colored play-dough shaping an image that would express a non-verbal prayer.  I had done this exercise before—multiple times, in fact—so without a lot of thought I started making the same things I had shaped in the past, an open hand.  I had thought this hand would be a nice expression of a prayer to be open to God’s guidance of my life.  But as I sat and shaped the playdough, I found the hand I was shaping took on a different shape than I had planned.  I tried to be open to the prayer that was coming through me, and found that the hand I shaped was reaching out, grasping for help.  It was the hand of someone who was drowning, or falling off of a cliff, a hand that was reaching for a lifeline.  When I saw what I had made, my first reaction was embarrassment.  Would other people know that this was my prayer sculpture?  What would they think?  Wasn’t I supposed to be the retreat leader?  What if they saw the longing in my little playdough creation?  Would they think less of me?

Finally, I took a deep breath and left that grasping hand on our prayer table and walked away.  I know that by leaving that hand there, I was expressing my faith, as tiny as it might be, that my prayer was heard and received.  My gesture, even though it was made out of neo-pink play-dough, was not grotesque or inappropriate or humiliating.  I have faith it was received, and God exclaimed, “She has done something beautiful.”
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