John 12:1-8
1Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead.2There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those at the table with him.3Mary 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.4But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said,5“Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?”6(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.)7Jesus said, “Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial.8You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.”
Bittersweet
Sixteen years ago, Hyesun and James and I moved from South Korea to the United States. Though it was a mutual decision on the part of Hyesun and I, and we agreed that it was a good move, we knew that there were drawbacks, the greatest of which was the great distance that would now exist between us and our family in Korea. Hyesun’s family is a close family, and I think this is true of most Korean families. And so it hurt to leave, even though we knew that it was the right move. Before we left, we spent a lot of time with our family, we went out to dinner, and norebang, a kind of Korean karaoke. We had a great time together, but in the back of our minds was the sad thought that soon we would be oceans apart and not likely to see each other for years at a time. It was a bittersweet celebration knowing that our departure was soon to follow. 
Likewise this gathering with Jesus in Bethany, at the home of Martha and Mary and Lazarus. On the heels of the spectacular miracle of resurrecting Lazarus, this family is throwing a dinner for Jesus, but sadly this was not strictly a celebration; there was an air of foreboding, a sense that this was also a farewell dinner for Jesus, who was at this time a fugitive. There was a warrant out for his arrest because the chief priests considered him a threat to the people. A great multitude had witnessed the resurrection of Lazarus, and the priests feared what the outcome would be if the people went “Jesus-crazy” and started opposing the Romans. And so the religious authorities decided that Jesus must die for the good of the Jewish nation. The clock is ticking, and it’s only a matter of time before somebody breaks down the door and carries Jesus away to be executed. This may be the last meal that Jesus shares with his friends Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. It’s the last opportunity to truly enjoy one another’s company before they are separated forever. And so they need to make the most of this time. Martha is no doubt preparing a wonderful meal, and Mary wants to offer her best to Jesus. She takes a bottle of fine perfume to anoint Jesus’ feet, and wipes his feet with her hair. Why the feet? It is a gesture of great humility to wash another’s feet – it was a task usually performed by a slave. Jesus himself would wash his disciples’ feet on the night he would be arrested. But why is Mary anointing Jesus’ feet? Well that was usually the task of an embalmer. You might anoint the head of a living person as a sign of respect, but the feet would only be anointed at the time of burial. As often happens in the Gospel of John, people do things or say things that seem to point to the future, and it’s not clear whether the person doing or saying these things understands the significance of what they do or say. Does Mary know that Jesus is about to be arrested, tried, and crucified? Does she know that she is preparing him for burial, or is she just acting in a peculiar and extravagant manner? 
Imagine, though, that the meaning of what Mary is doing is understood by someone other than Jesus who happens to be in the home at the time. Imagine that Judas Iscariot caught the symbolism of this anointing. John is unclear about when exactly Judas Iscariot went astray; from today’s reading we see that he was embezzling money and that he was “about to” betray Jesus. And here he is, at this dinner, among Jesus’ closest friends. If Judas had already determined that he would turn Jesus over to the authorities, watching Mary anointing Jesus’ feet may have made him feel a little hot under the collar, knowing that he himself would a participant in Jesus’ arrest and execution. To watch Mary preparing Jesus for burial as if he was already dead when you yourself are conspiring against Jesus might stir up feelings of guilt more than anger – Judas like knew as any Jew would know that Jewish law distinguished between almsgiving and acts of charity. Giving money to the poor is almsgiving, but preparing a body for burial was considered an act of charity, and acts of charity were always given priority over almsgiving. What Mary was doing, if symbolically preparing Jesus for burial, was in line with religious law and custom. But what does any guilty person do when his wicked intentions are exposed? He tries to hide from the truth! Judas does not want to see this act of anointing as an act of charity for a man he is about to betray, and so he considers the act nothing more than an extravagant waste of money. Jesus, seeing the act for what it is, an act of profound reverence and charity, tells Judas to leave Mary alone. 
Is that all? Jesus knows that Judas will betray him before the betrayal actually occurs. He likely knows it while he’s here at Martha’s home. Yet Judas is here in the house, sharing these precious last moments is spending with those who love him so much. To me, it would be impossible not to say something to Judas over his last remarks, criticizing Mary for showing a capacity for compassion and generosity that Judas lacked. I could not have hidden my anger; I would have told Judas to “Shut up and get out now! These folks are, after all, those who love me. Your love, Judas, is for money, so go and sell me out now and be out of my sight.” But Jesus doesn’t drive Judas away. Instead he confronts Judas with truth: Mary is preparing Jesus for burial. Mary is performing an act of charity that takes precedence over almsgiving. 
What astounds me about Jesus is not what he said to Judas so much as what he didn’t say. He didn’t call him out, expose his intentions and shortcomings. He didn’t put him on the spot. He didn’t give him the attention. Very often we like to dwell on the failings of others, to spend a lot of time telling the person where they have gone wrong – or worse, spending a lot of time talking to others about how a person has failed. Jesus does not make Judas the centerpiece of this dinner party. Nor does Jesus agonize over Judas’ decision to betray him, even though this defection would lead to his crucifixion. There is neither bitterness nor regret in Jesus. 
And here are two lessons we can hone from this: First, cherish the time we have with those who love us. Despite the impending doom and the presence of a traitor, Jesus is able to enjoy the time he has with Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. Martha probably served Jesus’ favorite dish, and Jesus would have thoroughly enjoyed it. He would not allow upcoming tragedy, so poignantly symbolized in Mary’s prophetic act, from spoiling the joy of the moment. He would not allow the presence of his betrayer from detracting his attention from his truest friends. And neither should we. You can’t live long in America without being deceived – it happens in business as it happens in relationships. We are sold products and services that fail to fulfill what they promised to fulfill. People who are close to us lie to us, cheat on us, use and abuse us. And if we think too much about all these tragedies, we become bitter, angry, vindictive, and untrusting, and it takes our attention away from those who love us, who treat us respectfully, who treat us with extravagant kindness. Don’t let the Judases take your time and energy away from those who love you. 

Second, don’t shut the door on those who lie or deceive or betray you. We like to build walls around ourselves to protect us from those who are dishonest with us, who cheat us, who plot against us, but even at this very special dinner party, we find Judas under the same roof as those who loved Jesus the most. No one told him to wait outside. No one kicked him out after he made his comments about Mary’s odd behavior. At church we may not lock people out, but we may say some things or act in ways that indicate that someone is less than welcome, because of comments they make or things they do. Sometimes we talk about those people when they’re not around. When we do this, we are building walls, around ourselves or around our little community, and those walls prevent us from living life to its fullest, because the time and energy we spend constructing those walls is time that could be better spend enjoying the fellowship of those we love. True, failing to construct walls leaves us vulnerable to attack, but Jesus had a knack for remaining vulnerable, for refusing to protect himself, even from those who would lie and betray, because he knew that once you close a door on someone, you have created a limit to your love, and there is no limit to God’s love. Our reading from Isaiah today illustrates this; among a people who have regularly turned their backs on God, rejected him, lied to him, betrayed him, he nonetheless remains with them, blesses them, promises good things for them. God’s love never abandons anyone. Jesus never expels Judas from his presence – when the time comes for Judas to betray Jesus, all Jesus says to him is “do what you have to do quickly.” 
Why is the church such a joyful place to be? Because we are in fellowship with the One who loves us the most. Inasmuch as we reflect that love, to one another, we are a true church. Not everyone who comes to church does so in a spirit of love, but we remain vulnerable that way, always keeping our doors open to those who could be our enemies. We need not spend our time and energy exposing those within these walls or outside who would criticize or mock or ridicule what we do and who we are. Instead we need to strengthen the bonds of love between us, and cherish the love that we hold for one another, knowing that God’s love can not only soften the hardest hearts. It can even raise the dead. Let us pray.
