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Preacher: John Cooke
Hymns: 
252
“All hail the power of Jesu’s name!”


274
“Saviour, blessed Saviour”


229
“O love how deep, how broad, how high?”


63
“All my hope on God is founded”
________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Philippians 3: 4b-14

John 12: 1-8
What a Waste! A Costly Gift of Perfume

The story in the Four Gospels

This strange and extraordinary story which we have read from John’s Gospel appears in all four gospels – although each gospel writer has his own ‘take’ on it.

In Mark the episode follows the decisive entry of Jesus into Jerusalem which we mark on Palm Sunday. It is in Bethany, but at the home of a Simon the leper. An unnamed woman with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment of nard, breaks it and poured it on Jesus’ head. There were some who complained about the waste and that the money could have been given to the poor and Jesus replies that she has anointed his body before his burial. 

Matthew essentially follows Mark, but it is the disciples especially who were angry.

In Luke’s Gospel, although he mentions Mary and Martha later on in the gospel, this story appears earlier, way before we get into the passion narrative. Jesus is invited to eat with a Pharisee, and a woman who was a sinner learning he was there brought an alabaster jar of ointment and weeping, bathed his feet with her tears and anointing them with the ointment. It is the Pharisee who complains, not about the waste but about the fact that the woman is a sinner. Jesus replies that because she has been forgiven much she has shown by this act, great love. In other words Luke uses this story to illustrate Jesus’ attitude to the forgiveness of sins.

In our Gospel reading today, from John’s Gospel, the story is different again and takes place directly before the entry into Jerusalem.  Jesus is invited into the home of Lazarus, whom he had previously raised from the dead, and he and Martha and Mary gave a dinner for him. It is Mary who takes a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard and anoints Jesus’ feet and wipes them with her hair. It is Judas who complains about the waste and the need to give to the poor. Jesus strangely comments, not that Mary has anointed his body for burial, but that she had bought the ointment that she might keep it for the day of his burial – for the writer of John knows that it is Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimethea who bring the spices at his burial according to the custom of the Jews.  The gospel comments that the whole house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume – a metaphor for the odour of devotion.

Why was this perfume not sold, and the money given to the poor?
This story, and Judas’s comment, raises for us an age-old dilemma.  

Of course, John’s Gospel tries to mitigate the question. It asserts that Judas asked this ‘not because he cared for the poor, but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put into it’.  It is a blatant attempt to blacken Judas’ character; the betrayer - and it may or may not be true. But it doesn’t absolve us from dealing with the force of the question. The cost of that perfume was the wage of a labourer for a whole year. The question raises the huge ethical issue of priorities; of how we expend our resources.  If how we spend our money is the surest sign of what is really important to us, then what do we, do Christians, does the Church spend its money on. Is it enjoying ourselves, is it lavish projects and extravagantly beautiful things, or do we direct the resources towards those most in need? Does not the cry of the poor constantly ring in our ears? Should we not ‘live simply that others may simply live’?

Looking around at other churches, especially perhaps the Catholic Church with its magnificent buildings, priceless artwork and gorgeous liturgy, it is easy to throw stones. But look around us – here - at this building – at this place which John Wesley himself built.  Although he described it as ‘perfectly neat but not fine’ which was probably true at the time with its 18th Century restraint and Methodist modesty, but without a doubt, it is certainly a ‘fine’ building now – Grade I listed!

When those years ago, and not so long ago, when this roof was in danger of collapse and the building under threat huge sums of money were raised to repair and restore. As a young minister at the time, I remember, I voiced opposition to that and believed that we should give priority to the poor.  And today, I am not sure I would agree with that, indeed I am sure of precisely the opposite. Why is that?

Perhaps it is because we do not live by bread alone. Perhaps it would be a dull, uniform, grey, inhuman and utilitarian world without individuality, creativity and beauty. Indeed, perhaps it is because beauty is somehow essential and intrinsic to the human spirit.  To quote Wordsworth on Westminster Bridge, “Dull would he be of soul who could pass by a sight so touching in its majesty.” 

But the question still remains!  We are properly besieged by images from Haiti and the suffering in the Sudan, the scandal of gross inequalities of wealth in India and nearer home in our own country. How do we respond to this?

Lent is a time when we reflect on this tension.  A time traditionally of prayer, fasting and giving alms. Yet, even in Lent, Sunday is a feast-day. So there is movement between fasting and feasting.  It is not, in other words either/or.  Perhaps it is possible to give to the poor and spend money on ourselves. Doing both might actually help each other. Our fasting may save our feasting from selfishness and our feasting may save our fasting from self-righteousness.

We can’t escape this tension and an important part of our Christian discipleship is living, really living this tension.

A Costly Gift of Perfume
When we confront the sheer cost of the perfume in this story we are led into an even deeper truth. This was not a couple of dabs of Chanel No5, but the whole bottle! As I have already said, the cost of it was probably a whole years wage for a labourer....and for what? It was an act which left nothing behind but a lingering fragrance which itself would pass away.

What is at issue here is the sheer extravagance of it. Nothing is held back; all of it is given, expended, lavished; it is born of complete generosity. The extravagance is excessive, foolhardy and outrageous.

But this is a reminder of the extravagance of God. Remember the context of this story. It is part of the passion narrative. We are on Christ’s final journey to crucifixion. He is anointed for death. We are thrust into the horror, the suffering and the sacrifice of the Son of God. This testifies to the extraordinary generosity and extravagance of God’s love for us; he holds nothing back, he gives utterly of himself.

The offering of this costly gift of perfume is a story about those moments of sheer grace offered and received - moments of generosity not counting the cost.  And our lives too have been touched by that very grace and generosity – a word of hope or encouragement spoken into our personal darkness, a surprising or unbidden act of generosity by a friend or our children, the words “I love you!” spoken with meaning and sincerity by our partner or our beloved, someone’s time spent accompanying us in periods of anxiety or grief, times of hospitality offered unconditionally......   

Here we have moved into the territory of Grace. Here we glimpse the depth, the breadth and height of love. Here our hearts are filled with ecstasy as ‘the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume’.   Amen.
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