Sermon 3-25-07

5th Sunday of Lent

John 12:1-8

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

It was the second to the last supper and the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. It is the home of Lazarus – recently raised from the dead – his sisters Mary and Martha host a dinner for Jesus and it is an evening of joy, good food and company and then Mary gives Jesus a gift and the house is filled with the fragrance of the perfume.

Have you noticed that whenever there is an act of love – an extravagant gift given – the fragrance of the gift fills the room.

All the senses come alive when we witness this kind of gift.
Mary is alive – her faith is real – her love for Jesus knows no boundaries – and she teaches us a profound lesson this morning.
She points us all in the only direction we can go.

As I look out on this congregation every Sunday I see familiar faces and families and I know you - that is part of the blessing of 18 years in one place – I know your stories and I know how much this congregation has meant to you and how your life and your relationship with Jesus Christ has been nurtured and grown and comforted and challenged in this place.
I know what this faith community has done for your children.

How they have been introduced to Jesus – how many of them have come to have a personal faith in Him – how they have come to experience God’s grace through caring adults – how they have learned what it means to serve other people and to give.

I know how you have been comforted in your grief.

I know how you have been sustained in joy.

I know how you have been filled with a peace that passes all human understanding.

I think of my own life and family and I am so grateful to be part of a faith community that keeps Jesus Christ as the heart and center of what we do and what we are about.
Augustana is a special community – a place where 

we experience the power and direction of the Holy Spirit.
where we experience the gift of love expressed in a variety of ways
where the gift of one’s time to care and listen and serve is shared
where money is freely and joyfully given to support ministry

where the power of prayer is lifted up and used
where the call to serve in Jesus name is answered in so many ways
What Mary does for Jesus in the holy time these friends had together in their home 6 days before his death should come as no surprise to us at Augustana.

Mary anoints Jesus with a very expensive gift – a year’s wages. It is a gift beyond our comprehension and frankly something none of us would probably dare to do.

Mary gives to Jesus something of great value and in the giving of the gift she opens herself up to a critique that is far too common.

A critique that on the surface is righteous and seems accurate but in reality is empty and false – why wasn’t this perfume sold and the money given to the poor?
And John does us the courtesy of telling us about the false motives of Judas and why Judas asks the question and we think to ourselves; Judas is a traitor and a thief so of course he would ask the question.
But who among us has never asked that question in relationship to the church – why wasn’t the money given to the poor?

Why do we spend that kind of money on ourselves?

How can we justify that kind of expense when there are so many poor people out there?

The response of Jesus is rather interesting isn’t it? I would call it shocking - not something you would expect from him.

You always have the poor with you but you do not always have me?
The poor aren’t going away. They will always be in our midst. They are in our midst. 
But what if Jesus is not in our mist? 

What then?

If he is not in our midst it becomes more difficult for us to see the poor and in fact we often don’t see them – we don’t want to see them. 
But Jesus has a powerful way of opening up our eyes to them. He says if you want to follow me you have to see them and serve them.
If he is not in our midst we have no way of breaking the power of sin that grips our lives and makes us hold on so tight to the money box.

Judas becomes everyone who is critical of extravagance love directed to Jesus – Judas’ critique is empty and false and self centered.
Oh to give like Mary – to love like Mary – to see like Mary. 
Somehow she knew that her anointing was not only a beautiful thing but a gift for the one who through death is in our midst. 
Mary helps us to see that if we don’t have Jesus we are nothing

When Mary anoints Jesus – when she gives him her gift - she sees beyond the moment and prepares herself for a future that is unsure. But a future that no matter what remains in Jesus care.
.
And what is to come, is in large part the focus of today as we bring this capital campaign to a close – as we celebrate these many gifts that are being given to Jesus. 

And part of what drives me and I believe empowers this congregation is the fact that I also look out and I see people I don’t know as well and people I don’t know at all and I think about the people who are yet to come. 
Folks who will be called by the Holy Spirit to seek out a church home for themselves and their families and their children.

What will they find and experience here?

This year?

Next year?

Five years from now? 20 years from now?

It has always intrigued me as to why some congregations can make good decisions about moving forward and other congregations that cannot seem to make good decisions or any decisions at all about moving forward.
There must be something in the dna of this congregation that has enabled it to make spirit-filled and God directed decisions over the past 100 years that have allowed for growth in ministry as well as the anticipation of people who have yet to set a foot in the door of this place.

Think about what God must be feeling to know that a group of Christians actually believe that new people will come and the fact that they even plan for it – give money and time for it and expect it to happen. 
That is a confession of faith and it is a statement of faith that there are those outside the walls of this community that need to hear the message of Christ in their lives.

A church that seeks to always empty itself - give itself away – will always be – and I truly believe and mean always – a church that will be relevant – a church where people will come to share in what it means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. 
Isn’t this what Mary does when she gives her gift to Jesus – she simply empties herself.
Mary’s extravagant gift doesn’t take away our call to respond to the poor but it does help us to understand that it is always
through Jesus 
because of Jesus 
and for Jesus that any and all gifts must pass. 
And when that happens – that which is dead is always raised to new life – and the church that bears his name becomes a powerful vehicle of love, healing and change in a world that desperately needs all these things.
Dear God, may the perfume of our gifts fill this house and our lives with the fragrance of Jesus as we live and serve and love in Him alone.

Amen

