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Barriers to Belief: What Seems Like a Total Waste
John 12:1-8


What a stupid death.

It’s a phrase Paul Farmer learned in Haiti. Farmer is a physician, a Harvard professor, and a well-known infectious-disease specialist. He’s also the subject of the book that’s our next CBC Reads selection.

Farmer’s done medical work in many places around the world. Through that work he’s seen that to be poor is often to be deprived of human rights, including health care. He recalls that early on—while he was still in medical school—he saw the “panicky dead-end faced by so many of the destitute sick: a young woman dying in childbirth; a child writhing in the spasms of a terrible disease for which a vaccine has existed—for more than a century; a friend whose guts were irreparably shredded by bacteria from impure water; an eight-year old caught in cross-fire.”

Each a stupid death.

Farmer believes that fighting such deaths is never the work of a single person or even a small group of people. Over the years Farmer has joined many others in providing medical care to people who’d otherwise be unable to get it. He describes the number of those who are eager to serve and the amount that can be accomplished as “impressive.” And he believes that stupid deaths can be averted—as has been demonstrated again and again. But, he adds, this hard and painful work has yet to become an urgent global priority.

He writes: “The fight for health as a human right, a fight with real promise, has so far been plagued by failures. Failure because we are chronically short of resources. Failure because we are too often at the mercy of those with the power and money to decide the fates of hundreds of millions. Failure because ill health, as we have learned again and again, is more often than not a symptom of poverty and violence and inequality—and we do little to fight those when we provide just vaccines, or only treatment for one disease or another.”

For Farmer, it’s not enough to attend only to the immediate needs of the patient in front of him. He believes the goal of preventing human suffering must be linked to the task of bringing others, many others, into a movement for basic rights.

The most vulnerable people, he says, still believe in human rights, in spite of—or perhaps because of—their own troubles. Seeing this belief expressed in Haiti and other places in the world has deeply moved Farmer and taught him a great deal.
He reflects: “I move uneasily between the obligation to intervene and the troubling knowledge that much of the work we do, praised as ‘humanitarian’ or ‘charitable,’ does not always lead us closer to our goal. That goal is nothing less than the refashioning of our world into one in which no one starves, drinks impure water, lives in fear of the powerful and violent, or dies ill and unattended.

“Of course such a world is a utopia, and most of us know that we live in a dystopia. But all of us carry somewhere within us the belief that moving away from dystopia moves us towards something better and more humane. I still believe this.”
So Farmer continues to work to put an end to stupid deaths—even when those efforts seem dwarfed by the enormity of poverty and suffering and death. Even when those efforts may seem like a waste of energy when compared to the ongoing needs of the world.

It seems to me that Lent calls us to make this same type of commitment. A commitment to put our belief into action even when faced with great barriers. A commitment to demonstrate our faith in life-giving and –encouraging ways even when the death of hopes and dreams and even life seems like an overpowering reality.

That perceived power of death permeates today’s reading from John’s gospel. Just before the dinner scene we’re to join, Jesus has called his friend Lazarus back from the dead. While Lazarus’ sisters and Jesus’ followers celebrate this life-giving act, the religious authorities plot to kill Jesus. And before too long these same authorities will plan the same fate for Lazarus.


 But despite the danger of death that seems to lurk all around them, Lazarus and his sisters—Martha and Mary—invite Jesus and his followers to dinner at their house in Bethany. For just a bit, all that will lie ahead for Jesus in Jerusalem in less than a week is exchanged for time with those closest to him.

While the hosts and dinner guests sit around the table, Mary takes an unexpected step. She retrieves a pound of perfume, pours it on Jesus’ feet, and then uses her hair to wipe his feet dry.

It’s hard to imagine that any of the other dinner guests could have anticipated Mary’s actions. The perfume she uses—nard—is incredibly expensive. Her touching a man in public—especially using her hair to wipe his feet—is far outside of cultural norms.

While others might be thinking how inappropriate her actions are, it’s Judas who speaks out. He asks why someone hasn’t sold the perfume that’s worth nearly a year’s wages and given the money to the poor.

The writer of John’s gospel tells us parenthetically that Judas doesn’t have the purest of motives. We learn that Judas soon will betray Jesus and that his interest in selling the perfume has nothing to do with the poor—but rather with the hope of skimming some of the profit for his own pocket.
Despite all of that, Judas’ protest probably raises questions for us. Wouldn’t it have made sense to use the perfume to benefit the poor rather than to waste it in an impulsive act? Hadn’t Jesus always sided with the poor and the vulnerable and the powerless?

Jesus’ response to Judas may sound surprisingly gentle—especially given how the passage sets this disciple up as a villain. But perhaps Jesus speaks more to everyone who wonders if Mary’s apparent recklessness sets a wasteful precedent.

When Jesus says, “You always have the poor with you,” he doesn’t diminish the serious nature of poverty or the need to care for others. Perhaps his words reminded those around that table of words from Deuteronomy—words that command generosity toward the poor exactly because “there will never cease to be some in need on the earth.” In response to this ever-present need, God commands, “Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land.”
But maybe Jesus recognizes that while others judge Mary’s actions as a complete waste, those actions have something to teach us. Mary’s chooses to anoint Jesus now. Rather than waiting until after his death, she anoints him while he’s still alive. She chooses to give the very best she has to the living Jesus rather than wasting her effort and expensive gift after his death. Rather than giving what she has in Jesus’ memory, she chooses to give it in witness of the living presence of the one through whom she’s come to know God in a new way.

In her book The Preaching Life, Barbara Brown Taylor tells of coming upon the ruins of a massive cathedral while hiking in the Kachar Mountains in Turkey. After reflecting on the reality that what was once an impressive church built to the honor and glory of God in the very land that Paul walked was now nothing but ruins and garbage, she writes:

God has given us good news in human form and has even given us the grace to proclaim it, but part of our terrible freedom is the freedom to lose our voices, to forget where we are going and why. While that knowledge does not yet strike me as prophetic, it does keep me from taking both my own ministry and the ministry of the whole church for granted. If we do not attend to God’s presence in our midst and bring all our gifts to serving that presence in the world, we may find ourselves selling tickets to a museum.
As we continue through the season of Lent and our current stewardship campaign, perhaps we need to stop and think about those words. Is it possible that we’ve lost our voices, that we’ve forgotten where we’re going and why? Do we take God’s presence seriously—so seriously that we’re willing to bring all of our gifts to serve that presence in the world?

Or do we come to church out of habit or because of what others expect or for some other reason that has little to do with our faith? Do we give bits and pieces of who we are and what we have but consider giving too much as an extravagance that we don’t want to waste? Do we move through our lives with little or no sense of traveling a faith journey? Do we risk suffering our own stupid death when life-giving resources lie within our reach?

Barbara Brown Taylor writes that, like Mary’s perfume, Jesus’ life wasn’t meant to be saved. Instead it was going to be “opened, offered, and used at great price.” According to Taylor, there will be “nothing economical” about Jesus’ death, just as there had been nothing economical about his life.
She adds: “In him, the extravagance of God’s love is made flesh. In him, the excessiveness of God’s mercy is made manifest.

“This bottle will not be held back to be kept and admired. This precious substance will not be saved. . . . It will be raised up and poured out for the life of the world, emptied to the last drop. Before that happens, Jesus will gather his friends together one last time. At another banquet, around another supper table, with most of the same people present, Jesus will strip, tie a towel around his waist, and wash his disciples’ feet. Then he will give them a new commandment: Love one another, as I have loved you. . . .

“At home in Bethany, the storm clouds are still piling up against the door when Mary gives the forecast: it will be bad, very bad, but that’s no reason for Jesus’ friends to lock their hearts and head to the cellar. Whatever they need, there will be enough to go around. Whatever they spend, there will be plenty left over. There is no reason to fear running out—of nard or of life either one—for where God is concerned, there is always more than we can ask or imagine. . . .” Amen.
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