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 “Out of my comfort zone.”  I’ve heard that phrase mentioned a 
lot lately as we embark on a path of revitalization.  That is not a bad 
thing nor a dig at those who feel it.  It is real.  To use several tried 
and true phrases, to be out of your comfort zone is what happens: 
 

 When we encounter the Gospel that both comforts the afflicted 
and afflicts the comfortable.   

 When we try to do what we’ve always done and find out we get 
what we’ve always got.  

 When we realize the rut we’re in is really just a grave with the 
ends kicked out. 

 

Part of encountering the Gospel is realizing we’re going to be 
stretched and that taking Christianity seriously means feeling this 
tension. 

 

But, come on, Jesus, really?  I don’t know about you, but today’s 
Gospel is really pushing my comfort zone!  Not that I’m ever fully 
comfortable with most scripture.  I’m far too aware that Jesus 
reserved his most scathing criticisms for religious professionals who 
became complacent in their religiosity.  But today’s Gospel is….well, 
it is too much!  Mary of Bethany—not Mary Magdalene nor Mary, 
Jesus’ mother but Mary, whose brother Lazarus Jesus raised from 
the dead—anoints Jesus’ feet with perfume and wipes them with her 
hair.  It doesn’t get much more sensual than that.  Think how this 
behavior would have been viewed at your last dinner party. 

 

Then there is discomfort from Jesus himself.  He seems to 
luxuriate in the attention and remarks that the poor will always be 
with us: probably one of the top ten scriptures most often quoted 
out of context to excuse our neglect of poor folk.  This comment is in 
response to Judas’ criticism of the waste of expensive perfume that 
could have generated a little extra income for the disciple band. 
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No, change that: a lot of extra income: a denarii was a days 
wages for a laborer, so that’s about ten months worth of income 
dumped on Jesus’ feet.  That’s how expensive pure nard perfume 
was.  Lord knows it’s not easy being a treasurer for a group like 
Jesus’ that exists to give everything away.  The Gospel writer says 
that Judas was a thief and cared nothing for the poor.  Maybe both 
were true, and his later treachery makes it hard to take his side. 

 

But sometimes we do, you know?  In his commentary on John, 
Fred Craddock, the great preacher of the late 20th century, writes: 
 

“….poinsettias fill the chancel at Christmas….lilies surround the 
cross at Easter.  Then there is the gift of sterling Communion ware, the 
memorial chimes, the stained-glass windows.  “In gratitude,” says the 
donor; “a sinful waste” says not only Judas but everyone who has seen 
hollow eyes over a tin cup or heard the whimpering of a hungry child.  
Common sense says we should plant onions, not roses, and yet a check 
of the shopping list, even of the poor, will reveal that among the 
potatoes, beans and pork will be flowers and perfume.” 

 

So this story about Jesus has me way out of my comfort zone.  
You? 

 

Maybe the clue about how we integrate this extravagance into 
our understanding of following Jesus is in the anointing itself.  If we 
can separate out, just for a moment, the value of the perfume, this is 
what would have been done in the first century for any dinner guest: 
wash a guest’s feet, bathing off the dust and dirt of the journey; and 
for hosts that had the capacity, anoint the feet with oil.  The reason 
fragrant candles were lit today – and to anyone with fragrance 
allergies, my sincere apology – was to give us a sensory appreciation 
for the Gospel account.  Anyone who has ever had a pedicure or a 
foot massage understands the warmth of the gift that Mary gave 
Jesus.  And those familiar with the story that unfolds know that 
Jesus, in Chapter 13, washes the disciples feet the night before his 
death as a reminder that they are not to be served but to serve. 

 



Anointed!  That’s God’s perspective, always a bit unsettling for 
us, celebrating with abandon, rejoicing over lost sheep and lost 
coins, bringing in the fatted calf for the prodigal son, feeding the 
multitudes, filling the fisherman’s nets, changing weeping into 
rejoicing and water into wine.  I had breakfast this past Tuesday 
with my friend and colleague, the Rev. Bryan Hooper, and he 
pointed out something that had escaped me: Jesus’ first miracle, 
turning water into wine at the wedding feast in Cana, was to keep 
the wedding after-party going and to keep the host from the 
culturally-mortifying disaster of running out of wine, that is, failing 
to provide hospitality.  Robert Capon in Parables of Grace puts it this 
way: “Unnecessary, spontaneous delight is the very root of God’s 
relationship with the world.” 
 

Unnecessary delight is how God responds to us and how we 
can respond to each other.  In the business community it’s called 
“the level of delight,” a pleasant surprise that offers even more than 
the customer expects.  Yet how can we be both anointed and 
anointing; that is, both blessed by a balm that brings healing and 
wholeness while at the same times blessing others with healing and 
wholeness?   Paraphrasing Sue Nilson Kibbey in the book Flood 
Gates that a number of us are reading, how can we be both missional 
– serving the needs of others - and attractional – helping others and 
us to get our spiritual cups filled? 

 

The first answer is to understand context.  What is 
extravagance in one circumstance is ministry in another.  Jesus’ 
rebuke to Judas was in the context of Jesus’ imminent death.  The 
one who had brought Lazarus back from death was, himself, about 
to die.  The moments for celebrating were quickly slipping away.  
We are always more aware of life’s fragility when we are aware of 
our mortality.  So anointing, and being anointed, means making 
every moment count. 

 

The second answer is to consider what motivates us.  Mary, 
motivated by love and gratitude for Jesus’ love for her family and 
having raised her brother from the dead (John 11), caused her to 
give out of her own resources a gift worth nearly a year’s salary.  We 



may marvel at this; we should marvel even more when we 
remember that women of that time were often prevented from 
acquiring wealth and financial independence.  This model of 
discipleship contrasts with Judas, who says the right things – take 
care of the poor, don’t waste resources – but whose motives are 
corrupt.  We need to check ourselves enough to ask, “Are right 
reasons behind right actions?”   

 

And when our motives are suspect?  God invites us closer 
anyway!  Crazy, right?  But what else could it mean when Jesus says, 
“Whosoever will may come”?  What else could it mean when Jesus 
says “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give 
you rest”?   What else could it mean when St. Paul, who wrote today’s 
epistle, says later in that same letter, “I can do all things through 
Christ who strengthens me”? 

 

So do not hesitate to live boldly, extravagantly, abundantly, 
with a fierce love for the One whom the world hated, because it is in 
that One, Jesus Christ, that we find abundant life.  A friend of mine 
makes it a practice, when she is in the drive-through lane of a fast 
food place, to pay for the order of the person behind her.  It’s 
extravagant and she can’t even say for sure that the checker doesn’t 
collect twice.  It may matter, but not enough to stop doing it.  
Another way that Carol is going to introduce to us after Easter is the 
story of the Christmas Jar.  I’ll just leave that there as a tantalizer 
until she’s ready to launch. 

 

And then there’s this the story told by the Rev. Patrick Willson: 
 

In the Atlanta Farmer’s Market I waited in a long checkout line.  
Directly in front of me was an elderly gentleman, “nattily dressed” 
someone might have said in his youth.  While we waited we struck up 
a conversation.  I was fascinated by the assortment of Asian 
vegetables in his basket…yes, he explained, since the death of his wife 
15 years before he had become quite a Chinese cook, though it was 
dreary cooking for one most of the time. 

 



In the line ahead of us was a young woman with a son clinging to 
her jeans and an infant daughter asleep in the cart.  The checker rang 
up her shopping and pointed to a bouquet of flowers she held.  The 
young woman pointed to the cash register.  The checker rang a total.  
The young woman looked at the total, then examined her wallet.  She 
shook her head and handed the flowers across to the checker who laid 
them behind on the counter.  Children in tow, the mother wheeled 
toward the exit. 

 

The old gentleman moved with a swiftness and certainty 
betraying his age.  He motioned to the checker for the flowers, 
indicated that they went on his bill, and quickly caught up with the 
young mother.  With a gesture that would have shamed Lancelot, he 
laid the bouquet of blossoms in her arms, bowed elegantly and 
returned to the line with a big smile.  “I do hope she doesn’t think I’m a 
dirty old man,” he giggled, “but I so seldom have an opportunity to 
give anything to anyone.” 

 

Mary anointed Jesus, giving love extravagantly for all she had 
received.  Jesus anoints us extravagantly, inviting all to come to his 
table to receive the symbols of his passion.  God has anointed us 
with a fierce love that cost him his son.  Let this anointing overflow 
with a gratitude that, like Mary’s, is an extravagant expression of our 
hearts yearning for God.  Amen. 

 
 
 
 


