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Costly love....many of us may have heard that term as associated with Jesus on the cross. His death being the supreme act of love for all of us. A love that cost him his life. Could there be anything more costly?
The ultimate act of sacrifice.  And throughout the centuries, there are tales and legends of others, whose supreme love of God cost them their lives, but it was a cost they were willing to pay. Within the last century we add the names of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Oscar Romero, and dozens more. The point is, for Jesus, for these others, love of God is above all else, 
comes before all else, is worth whatever the cost may be. Because there is nothing of greater value in our lives, than God.

In today's Gospel, Mary displays the value of Jesus in a way that startles and offends some. Mary is the sister of Martha and Lazarus. We meet these three throughout the stories of Jesus' life in settings that often resonate deeply with us. Martha; the one that cannot seem to let go of the business of life. Martha and Mary together; ripped apart by the fear of losing their brother Lazarus. Lazarus; the one who does die, tearing at the hearts of all those who loved him, including Jesus. It is his death that prompts that endearing text of the biblical story: And Jesus wept. Yes, these three were close to Jesus. They were really a part of the inner circle, without being part of the 12. And today they have gathered at Lazarus's home, where a party is being given in Jesus' honor. Once again, Martha is serving. Lazarus is at the table with Jesus. And Mary sits at the feet of Jesus. I imagine it is a jovial scene. Lazarus has just gotten his life back...I would think he is in a state of confusion as well as euphoria. The friends that wept at his tomb are laughing, slapping each other on the back, and trying to outdo each other with the worst of gallows humor. 

And then, without warning, Mary quietly pulls an alabaster jar of perfume from her robes. Think more of a thick, oily lotion than the bottles of spray perfume we now have.  And without a word, she starts to smear this thick ointment all over Jesus' feet. She uses her long hair to wipe his feet. The room begins to fill with the scent of the oily lotion, it's fragrance overcoming the smells 
of the foods on the table.  The air is heavy with it. What in the world is she doing? It is really a rather scandalous scene. No one is prepared for it. People stop mid sentence. Martha is just leaning over to place a bowl on the table. She freezes, staring at her sister. The laughter of the room is gone in an instance, as all eyes turn toward the source of the perfumed scent. Eyebrows raise, sideways glances are shared between the disciples. And then Judas weighs in "Why is this perfume being used this way? I'm very sure the stewardship committee said it would bring a huge sum that the mission committee could use for the poor."

John tries to tell us Judas said this because he was a thief, a liar, 
that he had other plans for that  perfume, plans that were very personal. Let's be honest, John's editorial comments about Judas help us to not see ourselves in Judas's reply. But I can assure you this exact conversation continues to  repeat itself in church board after church board throughout the ages. We all struggle with extravagance. We all struggle with the best use of church funds. We all make judgements about spending that we find too lavish or too unnecessary in the church. And it can be hard for us to step outside the box and see things in a different light, in a new way. But Jesus calls Judas to task, calls him to do just that. Jesus sees what Mary is doing as a sign of love....costly love for sure....but love for him. And that is the same as love for God. And there can be no greater love than that. Jesus basically says to Judas, you don't really see what is going on here, do you? You still don't understand who I am, the importance of my life, or that I am not long for this world. I've tried to tell you, all of you, over and over. I've told you in no uncertain terms what the future holds for me, but you are still tied to your old ways, your old understanding, your old expectations. You just cannot grasp that something new is going on here. 

Something new. Indeed, something new is about to spring forth, and Judas cannot perceive it. Oh wait....those are Isaiah's words from today's first reading. Did you hear that when Linda read it? Isaiah tells us that God says: "Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old. I am about to do a new thing; 
now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?" It sounds to me like Isaiah was speaking directly to Judas....or to us, for that matter. How often do we not perceive what God is really up to, because we have our eyes fixed on the way things are, or the way they have always been, or the way they used to be? 

This text of Isaiah's is very interesting, because it starts out with this great reminder of the wonders that God has enacted on behalf of the people in the past. Isaiah gives a litany of descriptors to define The Lord: the one who made a way in the sea, you remember, God who parted the Red Sea when our people escaped from Egypt. God who by parting the Red Sea, made a path for our people to walk right through. God, who then let those seas roll back over the horses and chariots of the army that tried to stop our people. THAT God. In describing The Lord in this way, Isaiah is helping the people recall the salvation that God has provided in the past. He is assuring the people that God saved you once, God will do it again. Remember the deeds of God in the past to have faith in the future. BUT says Isaiah, don't cling to that past. Because God is up to something new. 
God is always up to something new. God's name is I AM. Not I WAS. God is a god of now and of the future. So if you need to remember the past to have faith that God will act again, that's fine. But look for God to act in new ways, not the old ways. In fact, Isaiah goes on to paint an almost opposite picture of God's future saving from God's past saving. Before, God made a way in the sea. Next time God will make a river in the desert. The trick is to forget the former ways and perceive the new thing. 
Because what was once the new thing, is now the old thing. 

And this was Judas' fatal mistake. Judas could not perceive the new thing that God was up to in Jesus. Judas displays an utter failure of imagination. He simply cannot accept Mary's abundant love of Jesus, her costly love. She sees, she perceives the new thing God is doing through Jesus. And it is worth everything to her. It is worth a jar of perfume equal to a whole years wages. For Mary, nothing is too great to give up for Jesus. But Judas cannot see past his expectations that are rooted in the past. Judas is a tragic figure in the Gospels, not so much because he was the betrayer, but because he misses God's invitation into the new thing. He cannot perceive at all this new thing that God is about to do. The air is heavy with the aroma of it, but he can only be angry that things are different than he wants them to be. 
So where are we in both these texts? Can we hear Isaiah's claim 
that God is about to do a new thing? Can we perceive it? More importantly, will we let ourselves? Are we prepared for what God is about to do in our midst, with us and for us? Or will we miss it, proclaiming like the Israelites, that we were better off in the past, that we prefer things the way we know them rather than the risky business of the new and unfamiliar things that God is always laying at our feet? What does costly love look like for us, here and now? Will we react like Judas to extreme acts of love for God or will we be Mary, ready to sacrifice what we love for the sake of God? 

Isaiah assures us that God is always willing and able to make pathways for us through whatever barriers keep us from God. For the ancient Israelites, it was a pathway through the barrier of the Red Sea. For the Hebrew people of Isaiah's time, it was a river-way through the barrier of the desert that would take them back home. What are the barriers that hold us back? Is it our fond recollections of the way things used to be, how we have always done things? Is it our personal preferences for how we want worship conducted; our favorite hymns, prayers, and style of service? Usually, we are our own greatest barrier between us and God. When we become fixated on our wants, our desires, and our needs, we are not focused on God. 

Jan Edmiston, the Interim Associate Executive Presbyter  for the Presbytery of Chicago, recently wrote a post for the blog Ecclesio. She quotes a conversation she had with an elder at a New Church Development Conference.

Jan: So tell me about your new church.

Elder: Well, we meet in a school and it’s kind of a pain to set up the chairs every week. I miss having pews and a center aisle.

Jan: What’s worship like?

Elder: I don’t really like the music. I’m more traditional and the music is a little wild for me. And I’m not crazy about all the moving around.

Jan: So, you’re here at a New Church Development Conference representing your church but you don’t like where you worship and you don’t like the music. Why in the world is that your church?

Elder (face lighting up): Because I’d give up the things I love to see all those young adults crowd into that school cafeteria every Sunday to meet God. Hundreds of young adults coming through the doors every week to be God’s people together. I’m happy to give up what makes me happy to make God happy.

Jan continues: “Most church people are not like that guy. Most of us church people have favorite hymns and preferred seats in the sanctuary. We like saying The Lord’s Prayer the way we have always said it. We like familiar liturgy and familiar faces and we even have an opinion about the paint colors in the kitchen.

Imagine if we loved God so much that we would give up all our favorite things about church for the sake of others."

Not only is Jan's conversation with that elder very unusual, but sadly her conclusions are spot on. For most of us, church becomes about US. At some point when we become comfortable in a church community, we begin to covet that comfortable condition. We fear and resist the new things that God may be up to. We begin to fear their cost to our personal preferences. How much is too much to give up for Jesus? Judas missed the new thing God was up to, Mary got it right. Let's all try to follow Mary's example of costly love. Amen.
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