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As many of you know, throughout these first few weeks I’ve been preaching about our core values here at Birmingham First. This week is no different except that I’ve come to the core value that might make any preacher a little nervous to tackle. Our third core value at Birmingham and Berkley First is “Honor God through Excellence.” I was all right with the idea of preaching this sermon until Shawn asked, “So what happens if you preach a B+ sermon when you’re talking about honoring God through excellence?” At least the team keeps me on my toes.

In high school, I was the A student. It wasn’t enough to be on the honor roll or in the National Honor Society, excellence was receiving an A for me. Anything less was disappointing and not really acceptable. In fact, if I received a B, it might have been because I had not put forth my best effort. At least, that’s what I thought back then.

What exactly is the standard for “excellence”? And what does it mean for us to “Honor God through Excellence”? Perhaps our scripture lesson has some words of wisdom for us this morning.

This story in the life of Jesus seems to be really important in the Bible because it appears (in one way or another) in all four of the Gospels.
 In the preceding verses, Mark gives us some of the context for his version of the events. Mark tells us that Jesus and the disciples are just a couple of days away from celebrating the Passover. Additionally, at this time in the greater story, the scribes and the chief priests were looking to arrest Jesus. In fact, by the end of the chapter they will do just that. The next chapter reveals Jesus as he is brought before Pilate.

In our lesson today, Jesus is at Bethany. You may remember that Bethany is the hometown of his friends, Lazarus, Mary and Martha. While John’s gospel account says that he is at Lazarus’ house, Matthew and Mark place Jesus in the home of Simon, the Leper. Luke tells us that Simon is a Pharisee and fails to mention anything about leprosy. In any case, Matthew, Mark and Luke all reveal Jesus as he is hanging out with a Pharisee or a leper. Either way, Jesus is not necessarily in the best of company yet again.

As the leaders of the people are watching Jesus closely and waiting for the next big misstep so they can arrest him, an unnamed woman comes up to Jesus with an alabaster jar. In John’s gospel, she is named as “Mary,” Lazarus’ sister. In the accounts of Matthew and Mark, she remains unnamed. In Luke’s version of the story, she is unnamed but identified as a “sinner.”  Simon, the Pharisee in Luke’s account, is appalled that Jesus would let her come into contact with him because her reputation was so bad.

Even before this unnamed woman opens the jar, we know that it must contain something precious because the jar is made of alabaster, an exquisite stone. Mark tells us that she breaks open the jar. Inside, it contains a very costly ointment. Now just imagine the faces of those around Jesus who are watching him so closely as this unnamed woman begins to pour the jar of ointment over Jesus’ head. She doesn’t just pour a little bit; she pours the entire jar, right on Jesus’ head. What a waste!!! That’s what they thought, too!

In biblical times, this would occur only when someone was anointed a king. This guy can’t be a king! A rabbi, maybe, but a king? It’s no wonder that Jesus is turned over to Pilate in the next chapter. This is treasonous! He’s been declared a king and he doesn’t deny it! There is no king but Caesar in the empire!

As soon a she pours out the ointment, people start talking. In John’s account, it’s Judas Iscariot, the treasurer, thief and betrayer, who questions Mary’s extravagance and mentions that the gift could have been sold to help the poor. In Luke’s version, the sinful woman washes Jesus’ feet with the oil. The fact that Jesus let such a sinful woman touch him (making him unclean) was questioned by Jesus’ host, Simon. In Matthew, the disciples question the waste and extravagance as well, noting the good that could be done for the poor. In Mark’s story, the ointment is valued at 300 denarii by some of those around. That’s almost a year’s salary! Now that could have made a difference for the poor!

At this point, the story almost sounds like it happened in one of our own families, among some of our own friends, or even in one of our churches, doesn’t it? How many of you have ever tried to do something nice for someone else, only to have your motives questioned? It happens to us, doesn’t it? It even happens in the life of the church!

A church begins a building project and someone asks why the money isn’t being used for programming or missions. Another church takes up an offering for relief in a third world country and someone asks, “What are we doing for the poor in our own backyard?” Another church sends out a mission team across the globe with resources to provide clean drinking water for villagers in a rural impoverished area and people will say, “Hey, we have people that need something to eat right here.” It’s almost as if we compete with one another as we strive to live the life of faith.

There’s always someone coming around with a better idea of how the church’s time, energy, money and resources can be used, isn’t there? It’s biblical! Pay attention, however, to how Jesus responds to this critique of the woman’s gift. He says, “Let her alone; why do you trouble her?  She has performed a good service for me. For you always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you wish; but you will not always have me. She has done what she could; she has anointed my body beforehand for its burial.”

And there, friends, we have some of the most problematic verses in all of Scripture. Most preachers dread reading it. Others will preach about it and leave us all cringing.

Jesus could have left it at, “Let her alone. She’s done something good for me. She’s prepared my body for burial.” We could go on to talk about how her act was prophetic for all to see. Not only could she be seen as anointing the king (proclaiming Jesus as the Messiah in the line of David), but she could also be seen to foretell Jesus’ impending death. But NO!!! Jesus had to go and add the part that we will always have the poor with us, didn’t he?

What is that? What’s he getting at here? Is Jesus telling us that the poor are no longer important?  That can’t be the case! If it is, then we have been ignoring this verse for ages in the Church! Besides that, it might be contrary to several other verses that call us to care for the poor. Context, however, is everything.

Jesus commends the unnamed woman’s act because it wasn’t about what was the right thing to do with the money. She must have been a woman of means because she could afford the very costly jar of ointment. She wasn’t simply being wasteful with money that could have been invested better in ministry.

Jesus commends her because her actions had nothing to do with money, but rather were an act of devotion that came from her heart. In the eyes of the faithful penny counters, she squandered the prize in the alabaster jar that could have been put to “better use.” In Jesus’ eyes, however, the woman acted out of her love for him. Perhaps she didn’t even realize how prophetic her action would be that day. Jesus does, and he names the importance of what she has done.

For Jesus, it wasn’t about what others thought was the best choice. She acted from her heart, out of a pure motive of love for Jesus. It didn’t make sense to others because they failed to look at her heart. No one realized how precious their time with him might be, but she must have understood what he had been saying about that. These were the last moments. Somehow, this unnamed woman gets that.

At the end of the story, Jesus says, “Truly I tell you, wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.”
 Surprising, isn’t it, that the story is told in one way or another in all four gospels? In Matthew, Mark and Luke, no one remembers her name, but her story is still told.

Friends, it wasn’t about what else could have been done with her gift. It was the intent behind what she gave. Her great gift was her love for Jesus, not what was in the jar. It was love for Jesus that moved her to honor him with the best gift that she had to offer.

Others will choose to honor God in caring for the poor. Still others will honor God in sharing their gifts of music in worship. Some disciples will hold the hand of someone who is sick or dying, offering their gift of time as well as their prayers which honor God. When we put our whole heart into what we have to offer, we honor God with the best that we have. What could be greater or more excellent than to pour out our hearts in love and service to God in Jesus Christ in our places of worship, in our work with children, at the bedside of the sick, or with a shovel in hand in the mission fields? When the heart is engaged, we are moved to a ministry of excellence.

Has anyone ever made you wonder whether what you had to offer would be good enough? Have you ever heard someone critique a gift that you offered to God and it caused you to wonder whether you did the right thing? Have you ever felt like you just don’t have enough to offer when compared with the time, talents or treasures that others have to give?

Honoring God with excellence is more about what flows from our hearts as we give God the best we have to offer that God may be glorified in our giving. In her act of worship, the unnamed woman glorified God in Christ. In giving to the poor, others glorified God in sharing from their abundance. In our lives, God is glorified as we offer our best from the abundance of God’s grace which we have received.

Not too long ago, I was visiting someone at the hospital. At the end of my visit, I offered to pray and he agreed. At the end of my prayer, he said, “You know, I had three chaplains come by from the hospital to visit with me. None of them stopped to pray with me. But the people who have visited me from Birmingham First have all prayed with me.”

Last month during VBS, I had the opportunity to visit with some of our youth who were helping to lead VBS. As they introduced themselves to me, one after another told me how much this church has meant to them because of the difference you have made in their lives by introducing them in very real ways to Jesus Christ. I was a District Superintendent for five years and oversaw over 50 United Methodist churches across over one-third of the state of Michigan. I’ve not heard very many young people talk about how much their church has meant to them. I’ve heard plenty talk about how they can’t wait until someone is not making them attend anymore.

At Birmingham First and Berkley First, we realize that we honor God through excellence in our lives when people talk about how our work, our ministry, our worship, or our mission teams have drawn them closer to God in Jesus Christ. Jesus makes it clear that the heart of the matter is a matter of our hearts. It’s not about perfection in a worldly sense, but perhaps a perfection in our love for God and how we live out that love for others. When what we have to offer is offered in a perfect love for God and others, we honor God as lives are transformed by offering our best.  Having experienced God’s best in our own lives, we want others to experience God’s best as well.

When we are committed to honoring God with that kind of excellence, the Spirit of God works among us to transform the world around us. When we honor God with excellence in our ministries and our worship, we are rooted and ready to realize the hopes and dreams that God has for us and for our world.

Several years ago now, I sat down with a spiritual guide and told her about that young boy who always had to have A’s in high school. She asked me if it was ever all right to get a B. She said, “Is it ever all right if the best you have to offer is a B today? How do you feel if at the end of the day, you’ve given your all and your best, and you still get a B?” I went home that day a little bothered by the thought. I still love to be affirmed with the A. Yet, I realized that excellence is not about the grade that someone else gives us, but about whether we’ve given the best that we have to offer.

I’m the only one who remembers my grade point from high school. No one else does. When I talk with friends from back then, what they remember about who I am in at the core of my being is far more valuable and excellent.

Perhaps two thousand years from now, they will forget your name, my name, and even the name of this church, but may the story of how we loved God so much that we poured our hearts into worshipping and serving God in such a way that it was transformational for our community and for our world; may that story be told so that God may be glorified. In all we do, may we give our best from our hearts that God may be honored as we strive for a ministry of excellence out of our love for God and our neighbor.
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