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There are times when words fail us—we simply cannot say what we want to say, we can’t find words that could communicate what we mean.  Sometimes in the situations we become mute, paralyzed.  But sometimes when words fail us, we continue to communicate in our actions, in our gestures.  And sometimes in those conversations we say more than words could ever say.


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?  I had to write a paper on this passage for one of the first classes I ever took in Divinity School, and I remember strenouously arguing that worship should, at times, take priority over charity.  But the truth is, I don’t really believe that.  And I’ll be you don’t, either.


Imagine that someone in this congregation did something like this.  Imagine, for example, that you come into KC some morning and find that Anne Yenchko 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, Don Benson has 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.


In light of this, I think we must conclude that the Gospel writers don’t tell this story because it 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?  


Jesus answer this question in the text when he points out that Mary bought the ointment for the day of Jesus’ burial.  In other words, Mary understands that Jesus is about to die.  Despite the fact that Jesus has warned his disciples that this is coming, Mary seems to be the only one who really “gets it”.  The rest of Jesus’ followers seem to be too caught up in the excitement of Jesus’ growing fame, the success of his miracles and the interest in his teachings.  They seem to have bigger plans for him following his arrival in Jerusalem—maybe they’ve moved beyond dreaming about people they could cure or help and started to imagine how much better the whole country could be if Jesus was in charge, if Jesus was king.


But Mary has been listening while others have been talking and planning and dreaming.  And now, it is her turn to speak to Jesus, to let him know that she understands what is about to happen, and to let him know that she cares for him deeply.  She chooses to speak to him not in the language of words, but in the language of gesture.  She anoints his feet and then wipes them with her hair—a deeply intimate, caring gesture that nonetheless acknowledges his grief and her own.


Mary doesn’t speak to Jesus alone—she speaks, in her actions, to all of those who watch, all of Jesus’ disciples.  And she speaks to us as well, her actions still in some ways more moving, more compelling than the most eloquent of speeches.  Are we listening?


In so many ways, we’re like the disciples who followed Jesus in his day.  We’re impressed by his teachings, compelled by his example.  We know that he dies—we’ve seen the cross and heard his cries as he hung there.  But we don’t really want to dwell on that part of the story.  Once a year at the most we’ll read that part of the story, but before it can really sink it, before it can shake or disturb us, we’re off to discover the empty tomb and then to follow in the disciples breathless footsteps as they go off to found the church, improve the world and, of course, promote themselves.  That’s the part of the story that appeals to us.  It’s told, after all, in a language that we can understand.


But I think we’ll lose something if we move ahead in this story too fast.  Remember, it was Peter who denies that he knows Jesus once he is arrested.  It was Peter who returns to fishing as soon as Jesus is crucified.  He’s a guy, it would seem, who needs a job to do.  He needs goals.  He needs a project.  And when a project doesn’t succeed, he sheds no tears—he just moves on to the next one.  But Mary is different.  Mary listens, Mary lingers.  It is another Mary, Mary Magdelene, who in an act of spiritual solidarity with Mary the sister of Martha, lingers at Jesus’ tomb when she goes there with her spices and finds his body missing.  The others leave—running off to spread the news, shouting yet more words, making plans about what to do in light of the situation.  But Mary stays at the tomb—she stays in that place of sadness, she stays in that silent place, she stays in a place she cannot explain or resolve.  Because she lingers, it is Mary who first sees the risen Christ who comes to her as she cries in the garden.


This Sunday, of all Sundays, let’s pause and listen to what these Mary’s are telling us.  There is a deeply sad, deeply tragic part to the story of Jesus.  To acknowledge this, in word and in gesture, does more than just state the facts of what happened to Jesus.  To acknowledge this—to open ourselves to this part of the story, to stay there for a moment—is to acknowledge that grief can be holy.  It can be a place where God meets us, to our surprise, and calls us by name.  Because in our grieving we are able to see this truth:  that God spared nothing to reach out to us.  The most outrageous, extravangant giver of all is God, and the grace that pours on us in our relationship with the divine is sweet and healing and extraordinarily beautiful.
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