Sermon for March 13th 2016
The Fifth Sunday of Lent

Sermon YrC Lent 5 John 12:1-8, Discipleship
Pray – May my spoken word be true to the written word and lead us to the living word.  Amen.

We have over this season of Lent been focusing on the theme of Discipleship. At our Lent group on Wednesday we looked at how Jesus taught and how the disciples leant from him. We discovered that the main pattern the disciples followed was listening to the teaching (theoretical learning) of Jesus as in his teaching on the Beatitudes, then applying that teaching in their own lives (practical learning). 

Mary, Martha and Lazara’s sister who sat at Jesus feet applied the teaching she had heard in an extravagant act of love. I would like for us today to consider the spiritual practice of giving and receiving the extravagant love of God. 

Let me being by telling you a story…..This is about one of the most extraordinary birthday parties ever held. No, it wasn’t in a plush ballroom of a grand hotel. No, there weren’t any famous celebrities, or anyone rich or powerful. It was held at 3am in a small seedy cafe in Honolulu, the guest of honour was a prostitute, the fellow guests were prostitutes, and the man who threw it was a Christian minister!

The idea came to Christian minister Tony Campolo very early one morning as he sat in the cafe. He was drinking coffee at the counter, when a group of prostitutes walked in and took up the stools around him. One of the girls, Agnes, lamented the fact that not only was it her birthday tomorrow but that she’d never had a birthday party.

Tony thought it would be a great idea to surprise Agnes with a birthday party. Learning from the cafe owner, a guy named Harry, that the girls came in every morning around 3.30am Tony agreed with him to set the place up for a party. Word somehow got out on the street, so that by 3.15 the next morning the place was packed with prostitutes, the cafe owner and his wife, and Tony.

When Agnes walked in she saw streamers, balloons, Harry holding a birthday cake, and everyone screaming out “Happy Birthday!” Agnes was overwhelmed. The tears poured down her face as the crowd sang Happy Birthday. When Harry called on her to cut the cake she paused - she’d never had a birthday cake. 

It was a birthday party rarely seen in Honolulu – thrown 
by a Christian minister for a 39 year old prostitute who had never had anyone go out of their way to do something like this and who expected nothing in return. Indeed, so surprising was this turn of events that the cafe owner found it hard to believe there were churches that would do this sort of thing, but if there were, then that’s the sort of church he’d be prepared to join.

In our gospel reading from John we see in Mary of Bethany’s action in anointing Jesus’ feet with expensive perfume then massaging them with her hair another extravagant gesture. 

Judas said, “Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii* and the money given to the poor?” He had a point, since the jar of scented oil cost over a year’s wages. Clearly Judas expected Jesus to tell Mary off. Their society’s rules dictated that she should have been serving at table along with her sister Mary, not performing a flamboyant, intimately personal and sensual act, made all the more obvious by the cloying nature of the perfume filling the room. By the silence of the other disciples, it would seem that everyone was deeply embarrassed by such a shocking, emotional display. (I wonder if there were those who criticized Tony, throwing a party for a prostitute?! Surely there are better ways of spending the church’s money?)

Judas probably spoke for everyone there, so why did Jesus reprove Judas for his comment and protect Mary? Was it because Jesus always protected the vulnerable? Or was he making a point because he knew Judas was dipping his fingers into the money pot, as the Gospel writer claims?

Jesus used the opportunity for some teaching. He explained that Mary had bought the perfume to use as a burial spice, and her wildly extravagant gesture foreshadowed his impending death. Her act was also a sign of her love and thankfulness to him for his love of their family by bringing her brother Lazarus back from the dead. 

Although the anointing of Jesus is recorded in all four Gospels, each Gospel writer describes it slightly differently. John is the only Gospel writer who names Mary of Bethany as the woman with the perfume: in the other Gospels she is nameless, and in Luke’s Gospel, she is both nameless and a woman whom Jesus was expected to know as shameful. In all the Gospels, her action is at the very least embarrassing and extravagant.

John is also the only writer to single out Judas as the disciple who objects to her actions. Perhaps this is deliberate. Maybe Mary represents the way in which God loves human beings – lavishly, extravagantly, selflessly and riskily – while Judas represents the way of the world, where so-called generosity is often mean and grudging, self comes first, and risks are minimised. 

We human beings are not always comfortable with extravagance. While we applaud the actions of people like the pastor Tony, we may also think that his extravagant gesture was pointless and a waste of money. In times of austerity when money is tight, it is tempting for organisations and individuals to prudently save money by reducing their extravagance, often by reducing the amount that is given away. Yet this does not seem to be God’s message.

While we are expected to be good stewards of our resources, over and over again the Bible message is that we should give generously, overwhelmingly, extravagantly, and selflessly, just as God gives to us, for unstinting, risky, generosity of spirit brings its own rewards.

I am going to end with another story….a long time ago, last December, in two villages called Seer Green and Jordans a vicar was given by a parishioner ten large hampers to give to those in need. The hampers went to house-bound people, those who were ill and to some single parent families in the villages. One single mum burst into tears when the hamper was handed to her, she said, ‘no one has ever done anything like this for me before’. 

I am going to challenge us this week to carry out an extravagant action that shows what we have learnt about the love of God to someone else….let me know how you get on……

