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The gospel according to John
1

Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he had
raised from the dead. 2There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus was one
of those at the table with him. 3Mary 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. 4But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray
him), said, 5“Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given
to the poor?” 6(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.) 7Jesus said, “Leave her
alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. 8You always have the
poor with you, but you do not always have me.”
The gospel of the Lord.
Grace to you and peace from God our father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.
A number of years ago, I was teaching a confirmation class about the Apostles’ Creed. When we
got to the part “I believe in the resurrection of the body and the life of the world to come,” we
gathered up the kids and their parents and crossed the street to the local funeral home. The kids
were a little scared, a little fascinated – and they had a million questions.
When we arrived in the chapel, the funeral director came in,
got everybody quiet and asked, “What do you do when you
get up in the morning?” Huh? He eventually coaxed out a
few answers, I get out of bed, get a shower, I eat cereal, brush
my teeth.
Then he said, “Do you wake up and think, “I need to get out
of bed, get a shower, eat cereal, brush my teeth… or do you
just do them. Yeah – there are some things we just do in the
morning. We don’t think a lot about them because over time we’ve learned what works – and we
just do it. Those things are called rituals. ‘It’s what you do.’ You don’t have to think about it.
“Now, when somebody dies – there are some things you just do. We have rituals that have been
developed over hundreds and hundreds of years. You bring food to the family. You send cards
or flowers. The family gets together to tell stories, goes through pictures. The community
gathers and shares memories. The church gathers to speak and sing the promises of God. People
are sad and grieving. They don’t want to figure out what to do. And you don’t have to. We have
rituals,” he said, we just do it.” And then we went on to tell the kids about what we do and why.

I thought about that visit this week as I read the gospel. It
begins, “Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany,
the home of Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead.”
Does the gospel writer really need to remind us that Lazarus
was raised from the dead? This story in John was meant to be
read straight through, and this happened 3 paragraphs ago. I
think John is making sure we realize the strangeness of that
dinner. This is the first gathering since Lazarus was raised.
And what to you do? It’s not like they’ve had a lot of practice
celebrating someone being raised from the dead. Are there rituals for a resurrection? What were
people saying that evening? – “Martha, what’s it like to have Lazarus back? Lazarus, do you
remember anything? What’s next for you?” What do you even say?
They all knew what to do when somebody died. We all know what do when someone dies. But
what do you do with Lazarus, “whom Jesus had raised from the dead”? What do you do with a
raising? If Jesus can bring the power of life even into a grave, doesn’t that change everything?
There are no rituals for this.
Until Mary comes in. She, more than anyone, sees what to do with this brave new world. Mary
knows that Lazarus is just a glimpse into a beautiful future, but that future is not yet. God can
bring life into death, but death is still the last enemy, and there is still grief to come.
As this small, hope filled community gathers for dinner, the
storm clouds are gathering over Jerusalem. Twice already
opponents have tried to stone Jesus at the temple. Once they
tried to arrest him, but he slipped away. He has been laying
low in the town of Ephraim, about 13 miles to the north.
The word on the street is that the chief priests and the
pharisees are looking for information about Jesus so they
can arrest him. The question on everyone’s lips is, “Will
Jesus come to Jerusalem for Passover, or be smart and wait
until things cool down?” Little do they know that Jesus has
already come to Jerusalem. He’s in a house, around a mile away, eating dinner with Lazarus,
“whom Jesus had raised from the dead.” This raising that caused the storm -- this miracle that
has a nation turned against him is only the beginning. Jesus is not getting out of this city alive.
And Mary knows that.
Mary stands there between the certainty of death and the hope of
resurrection. She enters the room with a jar of spikenard, a
sweet-smelling perfume, somewhere between mint and ginseng,
worth in the neighborhood of $50,000 by today’s accounting.
Some say it was for her dowery, or a gift that had been given for
Lazarus’ funeral. I like to think it was a family treasure,
carefully preserved, that was brought out with each death to
gently anoint a loved one’s body.

Because that was the ritual. Like we gather around a bedside to watch and wait. Like we send
cards or gather to remember -- our Jewish brothers and sisters have, for millennia, had the
custom of the Tohorah – the washing, when a loved one’s body is washed, and scented oil is
rubbed on in honor of, and tenderness toward that loved one who has died.
With a prophet’s eyes, Mary can see what is coming. The kingdom is not yet here, and there is
grief to come. So, with a prophet’s hands, she performs the Tohorah, anointing Jesus’ feet in
honor and tenderness. And with a prophet’s faith, she sees into a new world. So, she pours the
perfume lavishly, with freedom and abandon, so the room is filled with the scent of it. There is
lavish beauty, eager abundance, hopeful joy in her actions. She knows what others may not yet
see — that God is doing a new thing and Lazarus is just the beginning.
We know that God has made everything new with the
resurrection of Jesus. And we, like Mary, live in the in
between times. You know as well as I do that we are
surrounded by grief. And as the faithful, like Mary, we
face the truth of this world. We won’t look away from
pain and loss.
We know that in the past two years too many beautiful,
beloved saints have died. And we haven’t been able to
surround them as we’d like. Our rituals have been stilled.
Too many have suffered and died alone, and we bear the grief of it. We grieve the tearing of our
social fabric -- the anger, insult, greed, and selfishness. We watch the dreams of a peaceful
world shattered over and over in acts of hate, terror, or war. It is almost too much to bear. Don’t
you want to just hide away and try to hold it together and get through the day?
And yet… And yet we know the power of God for life. We have glimpsed the future, and it is
resurrection. We watch as Mary calls us into acts of brazen beauty, hope and freedom. We let
the smell of the perfume call to mind all the times we have seen abundance and grace touch our
lives. We remember the acts of sacrifice and compassion we
have seen in the past few years – medical professionals, parents,
essential workers, neighbors, all giving with abundance so
others can have life. We see the tenderness of Mary’s hands as
she wipes Jesus’ feet and remember that there still is tenderness
being offered to refugees, the impoverished, sick, and dead. We
may be surrounded by grief, but we know that God has power to
call forth life and we remember all the ways we give life to one
another.
We know the power resurrection. And we are called to brazen acts of beauty, hope and freedom
for the next person that stands in front of us. Brazen acts of beauty, hope and freedom in the
midst of death. Defiant acts of beauty, hope and freedom knowing that what we see is not the
end. God is doing a new thing. And the end is and will always be, life. Amen.

