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Isaiah 43:16-21


 HYPERLINK "http://www.io.com/%7Ekellywp/YearC_RCL/Lent/CLent5_RCL.html" \l "PSALM" Psalm 126


 HYPERLINK "http://www.io.com/%7Ekellywp/YearC_RCL/Lent/CLent5_RCL.html" \l "EPISTLE" Philippians 3:4b-14


 HYPERLINK "http://www.io.com/%7Ekellywp/YearC_RCL/Lent/CLent5_RCL.html" \l "GOSPEL" John 12:1-8
The following reflection on the gospel, its connection to our Sunday worship and our Partners for Sacred Places experience is based largely on a reflection shared by The Rev. Angie Emerson, minster of Stewardship for the Diocese.

I felt it was especially significant to share this with you today since a group of us attended a Sacred Places Meeting yesterday in White River Junction.

In her reflection Angie begins with her process of struggling with the gospel passage indicating words and phrases that jumped out at her as she formulated her thoughts.  I have summarized that process here.
First of all we know these characters; Mary and Martha and Lazarus.  This is the Mary who sat at Jesus’ feet while Martha worked in the kitchen preparing a meal.  And this Lazarus is the one whom Jesus’ raised from the dead.

This morning Martha is serving dinner, Lazarus is at the table and Mary has a bottle of perfume.  She anoints, not washes, Jesus’ feet with the oil and then dries his feet with her hair.  The fragrance of the perfume fills the room.  The fragrance is pervasive.  The air in the room changes.  This has become a sensual experience; not an intellectual one but a moment that is transcendental, emotional and spiritual.  This is Mary’s way to be a part of Jesus’ journey toward the cross

Then enter Judas.  We don’t know much about him at this point but we are told he is a thief and the one who will betray Jesus.  Judas says "Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?"  
This bring to mind the old and false debate between choosing between ‘service to the poor’, and ‘honoring Jesus’.  It is that age old debate between ‘doing’ and ‘nurturing’, ‘honoring’, and ‘enhancing our relationship to the divine.’  The struggle seen between Martha and Mary.
Jesus gets angry and let Judas have it, “Leave her alone!”

Jesus recognizes that what Mary is doing is important, is relational.  Jesus realizes that Mary understands more than she is letting on.  Mary needs this spiritual moment with Jesus because she knows that death always precedes new life.  Mary needs this spiritual moment with Jesus because it gives her strength to move on.  We immerse ourselves in the experience of the divine so that more and more of this earthly life falls away and is replaced by the new life, a spiritual life.  
The physical beauty of our buildings and especially the beauty of our liturgies, our worship, facilitate this experience of the divine not only for our parish family but also for the community at large.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

There is something special about the sense of smell.  The smell of potpourri, incense and homemade bread all evoke instant images in our minds.  Smell has the power to change the mood; it lightens, refocuses, intensifies, and transcends time and space.  It has the power to bring us to another place instantly.
In this gospel passage we frequently focus on the act, the washing of the feet, not on the importance of the fragrance of the nard.  We tend to focus on the intimate act of love and recognition given to tired and worn feet; the loving act of wiping the feet with hair – as if to absorb the experience and journey of another’s feet by wrapping them in the hair.

This is not merely a foot washing, but an anointing; a sacred moment.  With something so powerful and so lovely, the familiar and comforting smells of a home cooked meal dissipate and are replaced by something even more evocative, the fragrance of the nard.  A fragrance that leads us elsewhere; to the divine.  
Immediately a division is created; two groups appear.  Group one, the Marys, are those who are focused on Jesus; those who seek a merger of sorts of their own lives with the power of the divine.  Group two, the Marthas, are those who seek a distancing of that power; those whose resistance takes the form of pitting worship and experience of the divine with service in the name of Jesus.  
This is a false division.  

It is not just out of human compassion and empathy that we serve the world.  We serve the world more joyfully, faithfully, and with the power of God’s love only when we first immerse ourselves in the experience of the divine.   It is for this reason that we gather for worship. 
We gather to be filled with the divine, to be fed with heavenly food, to be strengthened so we can then move forward into the world to serve others, loving our neighbors as ourselves.

We gather to lose ourselves in the worship experience so that we may truly die to the motivations and pleasures of the human life and live more and more into the power of the divine.

Yes, yes, we say that is so true….   But if we know that, then how do we find ourselves time and time again involved in this same argument; ‘doing’ verses ‘nurturing.’
Good question.   Because the temptation “to do good” rather than worship is just as dangerous to God’s work of redemption – to our work of redemption – as is the temptation to worship solely for the sense of pleasure and security that comes from worship.

But Jesus gives us the answer.  
We worship - we claim the power of the divine for ourselves – wrap our hair, our heads, our hearts, our hands, and our own feet around the experience of the divine so that we see and serve those who are disenfranchised from God’s mercy and justice.

It is a particularly important message for those of us participating in the Partners for Sacred Places.  For there the emphasis is on the building – our houses of worship – our centers of service.

But what Partners does for us also is point us in the direction of the deeper sensual experience of the divine – in the form of our heritage, our service to the community, our partners in doing God’s work.  
The challenge is not to see our buildings as ends unto themselves but as a means for building up the body of Christ, for proclaiming the Good News, as a sanctuary from the pounding messages of consumerism, as a place where others can come seeking an experience of God and just as importantly, so those who come for others reasons can to have a sensual experience of God through the messages on our walls and our buildings and grounds.  

The message that emanates from our physical plant, from our very walls – is Come and see, Taste and See, close your eyes, breathe deeply, rest, rejoice, and find new life.
Amen.
1

