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John 12: 1- 8
Consider the gospels, all four of them:  Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. 

Most of us have some sense that they are different, and each gospel has its own take on Jesus’ life and his ministry.  But while they differ, they are all trying to tell the same story, the Good News of Jesus Christ, and so of course there is much they share.

But what exactly do they share? Think about what you know from the gospels.  What events or stories appear in all four gospels, what do they all report?
Not the angel Gabriel appearing to Mary, or the birth in a manger, or the angels or the shepherds or the wise men.  Not even Joseph.

Not John baptizing Jesus in the Jordan, or Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness.  

Not the Sermon on the Mount, and therefore not the Beatitudes. 

Not Jesus teaching the disciples the Lord’s prayer.
Not the healing of the paralyzed man, or the blind man, or the deaf man, or the hemorrhaging woman, or the epileptic boy or the man possessed by demons.

Not the raising of Lazarus from the dead.

Not Jesus stilling the storm or walking on water.

Not Peter identifying Jesus as the Messiah.

Not Jesus’ transfiguration on the mountaintop.

Not the parable of the sower, or the mustard seed, or the Good Samaritan or the Prodigal Son.

Not the lawyer’s question about which was the greatest commandment, or the rich young rulers question about what he needed to do to inherit eternal life
Not the woman at the well.

Not washing the disciples’ feet at the Last Supper, not even Jesus instituting Eucharist at the Last Supper.

Not Jesus praying in Gethsemane while the disciples slept.

None of these events occur in all four gospels.  None of them.  

This doesn’t mean they didn’t happen, or they aren’t important, or you shouldn’t believe in them or care about them.  It is a reminder that the gospels are varied, and they do not share a single, seamless narrative of Jesus adult life and ministry.

But of course some things do appear in all the gospels.

I think it is fair to assume that these things were important to the early Christian communities.  These stories were significant enough that all the gospel writers felt compelled to include them.  Most of these stories are connected to Holy Week.

Here are the events or stories that are repeated in ALL the gospels.  Most of them have to do with the last week of Jesus’ earthly life, what we have come to know as Holy Week.
All record Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem, greeted by people waving palm branches, and all record Jesus cleansing of the Temple, driving out those who were commercializing this holy place.

All four gospels describe Jesus having a last meal with his disciples, and all four gospels indicate everyone but Judas leaving for Gethsemane after the meal.  All four record Jesus’ arrest happening in Gethsemane.

All four gospels indicate Jesus was betrayed by Judas, and all four record Peter’s denial at the time of Jesus’ arrest.

All four gospels record Jesus trial, his encounter with Pilate, and the crowd’s insistence on his crucifixion.  All record the fact that Jesus was crucified, that he died, and was hastily buried.

All four gospels note that women were the first to return to the tomb after the Sabbath, intending to finish burial preparations. 

Apart from the events of Holy Week, I believe there are only two other stories shared by all four gospels.  The first is the miraculous feeding of the multitudes, with meager provisions, bread and fish.

The second is the gospel story we heard today, Jesus’ anointing by a woman with costly perfume while at dinner with others, and the displeasure voiced by others in response to her action.  The details vary; who anointed him, exactly what she did, and hence what it may signify.  But all four gospels record this moment in Jesus’ life.  All of them.

That seems quite significant to me.

Jesus’ anointing by a woman is a story much beloved by all of us progressive, feminist, inclusive, non-literalist, post-modern, enlightened Christians, it’s a story we find fascinating.   

Elizabeth Schusler-Fiorenza named her groundbreaking, seminal theological text In Memory of Her, using Jesus’ words of support for the woman from the story as recorded in Matthew and Mark, as Jesus defended the ironically unnamed woman, saying that wherever the gospel is preached in the whole world, what she has done will be told in memory of her.  Your rector, Anne Fowler, was inspired by this story to write a series of poems about the woman.  (Annie let me know in no uncertain terms how lucky I was to be preaching on this lesson.)
It is easy for me to understand why we love this story.  In spite of the centuries of patriarchal sludge that has accumulated in our church, obscuring women’s power and witness in the gospels and early church, the anointing woman in this story refuses to be buried or go away, and we love her for it.  We want to cheer, “You go, girl!”  She isn’t deterred by the original derision of the disciples who respond to her bold initiative at the time.  Jesus’ prediction about her has proved true, her story has been told wherever the gospel has been preached.  Even though in three of the four accounts she has no name, she is better known than many of the twelve disciples.  What can any of you tell me about James the son of Alphaeus, or about Thaddaeus, or Simon the Cananean?  Quick, what did Bartholomew ever say or do?

It’s easy for me to see why we like this story, but I’m curious about why it mattered so much to those early gospel writers.  Why did they all include this, but not Peter’s confession of Christ as the Messiah, or Jesus telling his disciples at the Last Supper that the bread and wine they are sharing are his body and blood?

I can only speculate, but I had an experience this past week that seems relevant, that I believe has given me an insight into understanding this story.  I was sick last week, in bed for three days with a chest infection and fever, and then out of bed but not feeling much better.  I missed a couple of days of work, got some antibiotics which made me feel a little better, and then soldiered bravely on, as I had much to do.

I wasn’t surprised that I had gotten sick.  The past few weeks have been enormously stressful, and I’m in the midst of a number of projects that I find quite challenging.  They seem enormously important, with high stakes, but they involve me doing things that I don’t have a lot of experience in and don’t feel especially competent at doing.  Often I feel overwhelmed and inadequate.  I’m sure most, if not all, of you have been through similar times in your life.

Thursday night I was on the agenda at the Diocesan Council meeting, I was invited to come and share with them why the HVAC project at 138 Tremont Street went $200,000 over budget, and to ask them to vote to appropriate the extra funds.  But I was asking them to do this well after the fact, as the project was finished last September, the money was paid in October, and here we are near the end of March.  You can imagine why I was feeling a little anxious, plus I still wasn’t feeling that well.

The meeting went fine, people were supportive and compassionate.  As I was leaving I was urged by several people to take the next day off, not to come into work.  I am the celebrant and preacher at Eucharist every Friday, and as I was leaving I met one of the regulars at that service who also told me to stay home, that she would contact the other person who usually attends to tell him not to come, but somehow it seemed important to come in for that, and I told her so.

And so the next day I did go in, still feeling a little woozy.  There are usually only a handful of people at this service, 3 or 4 at most, but this Friday there were nine.  I was glad I’d made the effort to go in.  
There was one woman who looked vaguely familiar to me.   I suspected I’d met her somewhere before, maybe at a diocesan gathering, I wasn’t sure.    When the service ended she came forward and asked, “Do you remember me?”  
I confessed that while her face was familiar, I knew that I knew her, I couldn’t remember exactly how, or who she was.
“I’m Jane,” she said, smiling.  “You saved my life.”

I remembered, in an instant.

When I was a chaplain at B.U., she had been one of the undergraduate students, and had gotten involved in drugs, and in fact had a boyfriend who was a pretty heavy dealer.  I was concerned about her, kept offering to help her, but for a long time she didn’t respond.  I forget much of the details, only that I was clear with her that I didn’t think she should be with this guy, but feeling that there wasn’t much I could do.

I got a call one day from him, it was late morning.  He told me, “If you want Jane so much, come and get her.” and he told me his address, a place in Brighton off Beacon Street.  I told him I would be there as soon as I could.  

I worried that something bad had happened to her, I felt anxious. As I got ready to go, I wondered if it might be some kind of trap, that he was tired of my meddling and might threaten or harm me, so I called a friend, told him what I was planning to do, and that if he didn’t hear from me in an hour and a half he should call the cops and send them to the address where I was going.
I found the apartment, got Jane without incident, and took her to our home.  My memory is that she stayed with us for awhile in our guest room, as I believe she was no longer enrolled in school, but that may not be right.  I never had a clear sense of what happened to her, and often I have thought about her, as the street where I went to get her is not far from where I presently live.

I didn’t have any pressing appointment after church, so had time to talk and listen to Jane’s story.  It was basically a story of recovery, sobriety and health.  She is married, lives and works in Colorado, has a family, daughters, a career as a nurse.
It was wonderful to listen to her, to hear all these good things in her life, none of them done easily or quickly, but there was so much grace.

And it felt to me, on that day, that I was given a reminder of something I’d once done that was good and the right thing to do.  It was reassuring and sustaining to me, as though God were reminding me that however much like a charlatan I was feeling as I tried to provide leadership in areas that were unfamiliar and difficult for me, God had used me for good, and of course that could still happen.

This whole experience felt relevant to Jesus.  Peter had exclaimed that he believed Jesus to be the Messiah, the anointed one, but Mary is the one who actually anointed him.  And as I noted, all four gospels record some variation of this event, of a woman anointing Jesus, three of the four accounts set this story as occurring near or in Holy Week.

And so as Jesus prepares himself to face all that awaited him, he was given this clear and vivid experience, a reassurance as to who he was, and that God was acting through others to show him this, to reinforce this.  Jesus was not alone.
And I believe this truly mattered to him.  There is real feeling behind Jesus’ defense of the woman in all the accounts, her action has clearly touched him and moved him.  When so many people, so relentlessly and unceasingly asked so much of him, wanted his wisdom, his courage, his healing power, his understanding and knowledge of God, a woman comes to him and gives—anointing him, reminding him that he is not alone and he is God’s anointed one.

Is it too much to imagine, that just as the perfume lingered in the air in this home, that Mary’s action lingered with Jesus, sustaining him, enabling him to face do all the hard and overwhelming things that loomed for him in the next few days?

What about us, what about you and me?  Can’t you remember moments of unexpected grace, of occasions when you were sustained, given reassurance in a way that felt important?  You might not have understood or imagined it was God at work in your life, or maybe you did.  No matter.

Can you , as Jesus did in this gospel story we heard today, affirm the importance of these moments, acknowledge their significance?  And then, perhaps give thanks?

I know how thankful I was on that Friday to hear Jane’s story, and receive her gratitude.  I know how important it was in sustaining me.

Amen.

