
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 There are lots of stories in the Bible I don’t 

like: some because of the way they picture the 

Nature of God: wrathful and conniving: like with Job; 

unfair in his ‘testing’- and with Abraham and Isaac… 

some because they paint way to good a picture of 

me and my faults and shortcomings…and some 

because I’ve never been able to figure them out.   

 The Gospel of John has a couple of the 

biggies: one is John 14:7 – after so beautifully 

promising us that “In my father’s house are many 

mansions…” he ends with this: but, “no one comes 

to the Father except thru me”- alluding – to me, at 

least - that Christianity: based on a few scraps of 

barely readable scribbles on rotted parchment 

found in the most illiterate part of the known world  

at the time – is the exclusive, one-of-a-kind way – 

the only way - to God. And, maybe it is, but I’ve 

always struggled with why God made faith so 

difficult.  

 The other John passage that makes me 

scratch my head is the one today: about the 

exorbitant waste of money and the oil. I don’t 

understand that story, either: except as an 

expression of gratitude for what this man, Jesus, had 

done for Mary’s brother – Lazarus. and, that was 

enough: dead for 4 stinky days, bound from head-

to-toe in burial strips – now alive and eating in the 

chair right beside her.  

 I guess Mary’s spontaneous gesture could 

easily have been expected – aside from all the 

foreshadowing of his death and burial.  but, still:  

that oil cost a year’s worth of income! What’s the 

“cost to value” ratio? 

I’m reminded about the true story of a man 

in New York City who was kidnapped. The 

kidnappers called his wife, and demanded a 

$100,000 ransom.  

But, she talked them down to $30,000. 

Don't you wonder what happened when he 

got home and found that his wife got him back at a 

discount?  

The writer of the story imagined out loud 

what the negotiations must have been like: "A 

hundred grand for that old guy? You gotta’ be 

kidding. Cut me a break. here’s $30,000 - my top 

offer." 

Some of us can identify with the wife – but, I 

relate more with the husband. If I were in a similar 

situation, I'd like to think there’ be at least someone 

who would spare no expense to get me back: no 

haggling over price. They wouldn't say, 'Well, let me 

think about it.' As far-fetched as it might be, I’d like 

to think they’d say: 'We'll do anything for you.'" 

Maybe, sometimes it's ok to be extravagant-  

like the gruff, blunt missionary surgeon who’d 

worked in the Gaza Strip, telling the story about 

stopping at a dirt poor hovel to see a woman 

recovering from his surgery. Her livestock supply 

was a rabbit and 2 chickens. For income she spun 

the rabbit’s hair into yarn and sold it.  Her only food 

were the eggs from the chickens.  

 The woman invited the surgeon for lunch - 

but, he had to see another patient down the road, 

first. An hour later he was back, and peeked in the 

pot to see what was cooking…a rabbit and 2 

chickens. The woman had given up her income, her 

food – everything – in sheer gratitude for what the 

doctor had done. 

This whole idea of “gratitude” – what 

happened today at Bethany - has plagued Christians 

for centuries. How much do we spend on ourselves 

and how much do we give to others? “Is the biblical 

“10%” “gross” or “net’ – I was actually asked once. 

“Does that include my Red Cross and Salvation Army 

donations?...”Couldn't we have done more good by 

giving $2.3 million to the poor instead of spending it 

on our new building? 
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Will Willimon - professor at Duke Divinity 

School – remembers the time the faculty was 

discussing renovating the aging seminary Chapel. 

They’d received a quite modest proposal from the 

architect…but, would the chapel be renovated? Not 

if one professor had his way: "With all the poverty 

and hunger in the world, how can we justify 

spending $50,000 to pretty-up our Chapel?"  

Of course, Willimon recalls, this is the same 

person who never objected to annual faculty raises, 

and never questioned the morality of the luxurious  

faculty lounge. Obviously, Willimon observes, “the 

man was posturing:” appearing one way, while 

working another angle - just as Judas” this morning 

– just as we often do: appearing one way, while 

feeling the other.  

A Hindu, a rabbi, and a critic were caught in 

a terrific thunderstorm one evening while traveling  

thru the countryside, and sought shelter at a 

farmhouse. “You ought to spend the night,” offered 

the farmer, “but, there’s only room for two in the 

house. one of you has to sleep in the barn.” 

“I’ll go,” said the Hindu, “a little hardship is 

nothing to me.” And off he went. 

A few minutes later there was a knock at the 

door: it was the Hindu. “I’m sorry, but there is a cow 

in the barn. and cows are sacred creatures. I cannot 

impose.” 

“Don’t worry said the rabbi, make yourself 

comfortable. I’ll go sleep in the barn…” 

A few minutes later: another knock at the 

door:  “I hate to be a bother,” said the rain-soaked 

rabbi, “but there’s a pig in the barn. and pigs are 

unclean, I just wouldn’t feel comfortable sleeping 

near a pig.” 

“Oh, all right,” said the critic, disgustedly. “I’ll 

go sleep in the barn…” 

Yep – you guessed it: a few minutes later 

(knock, knock, knock): it was the pig and the cow. 

 Gratitude is hard to come by. And, there is 

no easy answer – aside from Grace - because, by 

nature we’re just not a grateful lot. We expect more 

than we get; demand more than we deserve; 

consume more than we need; and, in general, take 

far more than we give: part and parcel of our sinful, 

fallen nature.   

We, as humans, have to work hard – very, very hard 

– to rise above our animal nature as “takers,” rather 

than “givers.”  

But, the Good News is – that thanks to the 

Love Christ first showed us by his giving on the cross, 

we can: the only species able to make that quantum 

leap. 

Maybe we could try to live into the words of 

a prayer I read this week written by Selwyn Dawson–  

a name I don’t recognize, but words that will 

resonate with all of us, I think. Will you join me?: 

“Lord, I’m haunted by Mary's unreasonable 

extravagance as she poured the precious ointment 

on your feet. Part of me agrees with those who 

rebuked her: that the money could have been better 

spent - in feeding the poor or paying the bills or 

supporting the Temple. But, you would have none 

of it: unembarrassed, you accepted her gift of 

ointment and tears -and the house was filled with 

fragrance. This goes against the grain for me. I’ve 

learned the hard way that money is not to be 

thrown around - that i must live with prudence and 

modesty, thrift and discipline, or life will get out of 

hand. Teach me, Lord, that there are times when 

love requires something more than habit and 

routine, a rigid timetable and a balanced check 

book.  

Lord, you often invite me to dance with you  

in fresh and spontaneous responses to life: to allow 

myself to be vulnerable, to make the unexpected 

gift, to show my love in gesture and embrace, and 

let myself go without fear of others' disapproval – 

and I suspect you do that to break the iron-clad 

disciplines of my every day. Must I always rein in my 

emotions because of what others may think? Is my 

forgiveness of those who hurt me always to be cold 

and conditional?  Am I never to reach out to others 

for fear they may snub me? 

Lord, Mary knew that her moment had come 

- and might never come again. Make me aware of 

those moments in my life: rescue me from my 

imprisoning inhibitions, help me to know when it’s 

time to cast prudence aside, break open the urn of 

gratitude and thanksgiving, and fill the house – and 

even the world - with the fragrance of love.  Amen.” 
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