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Texts: Isaiah 43:16-21 • Psalm 126 • Philippians 3:4b-14 • John 
12:1-8 
Isaiah 43:16-21

Thus says the Lord, who makes a way in the sea, a path in the mighty wa-
ters, who brings out chariot and horse, army and warrior; they lie down, they 
cannot rise, they are extinguished, quenched like a wick: 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? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers 
in the desert. The wild animals will honor me, the jackals and the ostriches; for I 
give water in the wilderness, rivers in the desert, to give drink to my chosen peo-
ple, the people whom I formed for myself so that they might declare my praise.

Psalm 126
When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who 

dream.
Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with shouts of joy; 

then it was said among the nations, “The Lord has done great things for them.”
The Lord has done great things for us, and we rejoiced.
Restore our fortunes, O Lord, like the watercourses in the Negeb.
May those who sow in tears reap with shouts of joy.
Those who go out weeping, bearing the seed for sowing, shall come home 

with shouts of joy, carrying their sheaves.

Philippians 3:4b-14
“... — even though I, too, have reason for confidence in the flesh. If any-

one else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the 
eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew 
born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; 
as to righteousness under the law, blameless. 
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Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of 
Christ. More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value 
of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, 
and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, 
not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that 
comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God based on faith. I want 
to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings 
by becoming like him in his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection from 
the dead. 

Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I 
press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. Beloved, 
I do not consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting 
what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the 
goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.

John 12:1-8 
Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, 

whom he had raised from the dead. There they gave a dinner for him. Martha 
served, and Lazarus was one of those at the table with him. Mary took a pound of 
costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with her 
hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 

But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray 
him), said, “Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the 
money given to the poor?” (He said this not because he cared about the poor, but 
because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put 
into it.) 

Jesus said, “Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the 
day of my burial. You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have 
me.”
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One of the things I enjoy most about being a pastor is meeting with young 
couples preparing for marriage. One of the questions I sometimes ask in those ses-
sions is What is the central narrative of your life? or What is the seminal story that 
has shaped you to date?

For some it is a family move from one place to another. For some it is a job 
loss or a parent. A divorce. Money troubles. Death in the family.

And the story that is told about that narrative often shapes a person in sig-
nificant ways. 

One of you shared with me a few years ago now an article that reported evi-
dence that the way narratives are told in our families shapes who we are and who 
we become…

All of us encounter central shaping stories — some incredibly painful and 
others joyous. The story we tell though shapes our futures. 

As long as I have memory, I will never forget one Friday during college. I was 
riding home on a Greyhound Bus which took me through Huntsville. It was parole 
day and when we stopped, 20 or so just-released inmates got on board. 

Their story to date was one of bondage — bondage to a mistake, a crime, 
bondage in imprisonment. One man kept reaching into his pocket to feel the coin 
change and saying, “I just reach in their every now and then to make sure it is still 
there.” The life story for these guys was shaped by bondage. What they knew was 
despair. How does that change? How does a new life narrative take over?

The Exodus experience was the central and seminal narrative of the Hebrew 
people. Even as the prophet tells the people to leave the past as the past, he recalls 
that same past with a hopeful arc — the way in the wilderness that the Lord made 
for them…and now the Lord is about to do something new. Old new or the new 
old…that is, this God will do new things like He has done things in the past…We 
can count on this God

Paul, writing from prison doesn’t want to be misunderstood. He recounts his 
own past identities and then is clear about who he is today as a Christian. It isn’t a 
negation of his past story or identity but a recounting of it so that we understand 
the new thing Christ is doing in him.
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When I think of the Gospel reading today I remember that once Dean Greg 
Jones, formerly of Duke Divinity School, was invited to an Episcopal Church to 
speak on this text. Ahead of time they asked him for a title they could print. When 
he arrived Sunday morning and picked up a bulletin, he saw in front of his name 
“His Extravagant Holiness the Rev. Dr. Greg Jones.”

This is a story of extravagant holiness.
Mary and Martha have already been shaped by a story of resurrection. Just 

days before the occasion in the Gospel story is the raising of their brother Lazarus 
from the dead. 

They are throwing here a banquet of gratitude for Jesus. Jesus has done a new 
thing — a resurrection thing in the life of Lazarus — and his family and they are 
grateful. 

Mary is grateful. She is thankful for her brother’s life and for the One who 
made it possible. So it is only natural that she and the others pour out their gratitude 
in this form. Beauty and holy extravagance fills the house. 

Every single Gospel reading has some account or another of this story. The 
details vary, but it was important enough to be told over and again. 

What we have with Mary is a loving and a prophetic act. 
Mary doesn’t explain herself. Why she spent the money; had she counted the 

cost or weighed pros and cons? We don’t know.
What we do know is that Mary had some sense of what was going to happen 

to Jesus, the perfume was expensive and meant for the burial of a king. 
Sometimes I have thought that the mission of the church can be thought of 

very simply and profoundly as bringing beauty into the world. God’s glory we call it. 
And somehow that is something Jesus honors. 

“A thing of beauty is a joy forever,” wrote John Keats famously, and I believe 
that’s right. Beauty has an eternal quality to it. And Mary understood that.

Let’s be clear about Judas. He is not only a betrayer but a thief. He is upset 
because there is less for him to steal and Jesus’ response doesn’t have anything to do 
with his attitude toward poor people but a brush back — for Judas to back off. 
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Jesus’ reference to the poor is because of Judas’ using that false excuse. Jesus’ 
love and concern for the poor takes up more verses than any other than when he 
talks about the kingdom of God. 

I understand that yours and my most valuable possession is probably some-
thing different than burial ointment. 

I suspect that that none of you have $10,000 bottles of perfume sitting in 
your bathrooms. But there is something that is very precious to you. What is it? You 
know what it is. It’s different for everybody. Search your heart. What is the most 
precious thing in your life? Is it the desire to succeed? Is it your self-image? A bank 
account? Would you or could you give it for Jesus in some way?

God doesn’t need your most valuable possession, but you need to give it, or at 
least make it serve a greater purpose. How extravagant is our love? 

We know the extravagance of Jesus’ own love for us — that he would give his 
whole life for us and for our salvation. Mary and others pause and understand the 
gift given and the gift about to be given, and its price.

This story of God’s love is offered as the new narrative for your life and mine 
and the world.

Here he gave Mary and others the understanding and the time to have their 
moment, with him and with each other. Call it worship, call it adoration, call it of-
fering, call it a thing of beauty. We could use more of it in the world. 

In fact, what if you considered it your Christian mission to bring beauty into 
an ugly and dark world.?Even a world that has death’s shadow over it. 

I’m still back on this question about my friend on the bus that day. What is 
the new thing that God could bring forth in his life? Or in yours or mine?

We have a youth program here called Iconoclast Poetry Exchange. It is a pro-
gram that meets here on Wednesdays and elsewhere in the city other days. Funded 
through grants and the generosity of this church, this program teaches poetry to 
teenagers in our city from disadvantaged and under-resourced backgrounds. I en-
courage you to learn more. 
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They learn classics of poetry and ultimately write their own as a medium for 
telling their life story.

We have found that through the telling of each one’s story, healing begins, 
understanding opens, new things break out, and it is a ministry of this church.

A couple of Friday nights ago, we held a poetry reading in partnership with 
the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. More than 450 people gathered to hear many of 
these youth read their poems and sign an anthology that was published with their 
poetry. It was awesome.

One such young man’s named was Abdul. He is from Syria and migrated 
through the government’s refugee process and was resettled in Houston. After the 
event Matt Russell asked him,  “Abdul, where were you two years ago?” 

“I was in a Palestinian refugee camp,” he replied. 
“Where are you tonight?” 
“I’m reading my poem in the Museum of Fine Arts Houston,” said Abdul
Might as well be perfume on Jesus’ feet. 
Wow. All in the shadow of this church, supported here in this Christian com-

munity. And that’s one way life stories get changed — beauty, adoration, devotion, 
sacrifice, courage.

Mary was a prophet foretelling the resurrection of Jesus by the use of this 
burial perfume. 

How does beauty stand as a counter narrative to the prevailing ugliness in 
our world, in our lives, in our politics, in our souls?

Richard Rohr hits it best when he says, “The best criticism of the bad is the 
practice of the better. Oppositional energy only creates more of the same.”

God celebrates beauty to make a statement about what can be. So bring your 
beauty to Jesus and know that in doing that you are pointing toward the beauty of 
the resurrection that is coming in your life, and mine and in the world.


