Today’s reading takes place in the town called Bethany which is located outside of Jerusalem.  We need to look back into chapter 11 to better understand what happens in our reading this morning.  Previously, the gospel writer John tells us one of Bethany’s residents, Lazarus, became ill.  Lazarus has two sisters named Mary and Martha.
You may have heard of Mary and Martha from the account that Luke tells about them.  Martha is the one who works diligently in her home to prepare it to receive guests while Mary sits at the feet of Jesus and listens to what he has to say.  Martha complains to Jesus about how Mary is a slacker because she is not doing housework.  
But Jesus says to Martha that she worries about many things but that Mary has chosen the better option.  The better option being to listen to Jesus.  Martha’s name has become synonymous with working to earn your faith while Mary has become synonymous with accepting God’s grace.  But that story about Mary and Martha is not in the gospel of John.    
In the gospel writer’s John’s account that we are reading, John heightens the drama by informing his readers that there are people who want to kill Jesus if he comes to Bethany.  But Jesus tells his disciples that the ones who want to kill him are informed by darkness and not by light.  The contrast of light and darkness is a theme which runs throughout the gospel of John.   

So the two sisters send word to Jesus that Lazarus is ill.  They identify Lazarus as the one that Jesus loves.  But when Jesus gets their message, according to John’s version, Jesus says that Lazarus’ illness is not one that can kill him.  Jesus instead says that this illness will lead to God’s glory.  Jesus decides to wait a couple of days before he responds to their request to come and see Lazarus.

Lazarus then dies.  Jesus shows up late.  Martha tells Jesus that if he had gotten there in time then their brother would not have died.  Mary then repeats this to Jesus.  Jesus, if you had been here, then our brother Lazarus would not have died.  Jesus reassures the sisters that he has this under control.  Jesus tells Martha that he is both resurrection and the life and that anyone who believes this will live.  Jesus then goes to the tomb where Lazarus was buried.  
Mary tells him that it smells pretty bad in there.  He has been dead for four days.  Since Jews believed that the soul stayed in the body for 3 days after death then this means that Lazarus is completely dead.  Jesus calls into the tomb and tells Lazarus to come out.  The stench is overwhelming but then Lazarus appears.  Indeed the glory of God is revealed.
But not everyone is happy with what Jesus has done.  The Jewish religious authorities are feeling their power threatened.  They surmise that Jesus would be seen as a threat to the Roman establishment.  And they fear that the Romans would then target the Jewish establishment and destroy it.  So out of fear that they must maintain the status quo and their own sense of power and control, the Jewish religious leaders begin the plot to put Jesus to death.  
They also want to put Lazarus to death as well.  Since the raising of Lazarus is seen as proof of the power of Jesus.  

Let us now listen to John 12: 1-11 as the story continues.  Some people say that this encounter that we are about to read has a lot of premonitions to events that will happen later when Jesus is in his final hours of life.  As I read this passage, see if you can pick out some of the events in this story that bear a striking resemblance to events which will be soon occurring.

Read John 12: 1-11

So what were some of the events in this story that foreshadow later events?  Mary and Martha and Lazarus have a dinner for Jesus.  What event upcoming in the final hours of the life of Jesus involves food?  Of course, the last supper that Jesus shares with his disciples.  

Mary takes a pound of costly perfume and anoints Jesus’ feet.  What event during the last supper is recorded by the gospel writer John that is similar to this?  John, and John is the only one to record this, records that when Jesus gathers with his disciples for the last time he washes their feet.  Washing the feet of another is an act of supreme humility.  I read one commentator who believes that Mary’s act in our story today inspired Jesus to wash the feet of the disciples.

In our story that we read, what is anointed with perfume?  Well, kings are anointed on their head with perfume but Mary anoints Jesus’ feet.  When do feet get anointed?  The feet of the living never get anointed.  Only the feet of the dead get anointed.  So is this a premonition of the death and burial of Jesus?

Judas Iscariot finds his way into the story that we read.  Judas says that he is upset that Mary, the sister of Martha, has wasted all of this perfume.  Perfume that costs about one year’s wages.  Very expensive stuff.  Judas, of course, plays a very prominent role in the last hours of the life of Jesus when it is revealed that Judas betrays Jesus for a few coins of silver.  
When we read the gospel of John we are invited to read it on a deeper level than just a record of historical events.  John crafts his telling of the story in such a way that there is a depth in the way he tells his story.  There is rich imagery throughout the gospel of John.
Take, for example, what Mary does in what we read.  First of all, Mary loosens her hair in a room full of men.  That would be considered very risqué.  She then uses her hair to wash his feet.  A single woman touching a single man’s feet with her hair.  Imagine being at a dinner party and a similar type of event happens.  Scandalous. 

But like in so many of Jesus’ encounters, he does not shun this woman.  Instead he celebrates her act.  An act which is extremely extravagant and excessive.  She uses perfume which would cost about a year’s wage.  Judas makes a comment about how this could have been sold and given to the poor but the gospel writer John makes an editorial comment that Judas cares nothing about the poor.        

So who is Mary in this story?  Is she simply another female character who is blessed by Jesus?  Possibly.  Or is Mary a prophet?  A prophet whose acts interpret the events which would soon be transpiring.  
A prophet who is used by God to show the people closest to Jesus that if they are paying attention then God is showing them what they need to see if they would just open their eyes to the incredible ways that God is revealed in their presence.

God works through Mary to teach others about who Jesus is.  Now you may have come into worship this morning looking for someone else to teach you something about Jesus.  And, hopefully, through worship and through Christian education opportunities you are learning something new about Jesus.

But maybe today’s story also teaches us that you have a message to share with others about who Jesus is.  Maybe through your acts of humility and service others can learn something about who Jesus is.  
Maybe through your acts where you worship God with passion others can learn something about who Jesus is.
Maybe God is calling you to be a prophet like Mary.  
Through you, people can learn an awful lot about who Jesus is.  AMEN.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

-Taylor, Barbara Brown, http://day1.org/1760-the_prophet_mary
-Given:  March 17, 2013
Why am I wearing orange today on St. Patrick’s day?  St. Patrick’s Day honors the patron saint of Ireland who lived in the 400s and was, actually, a very humble man who was actually considered an outsider in Ireland because he refused to accept a lot of the financial compensation that was offered to a person in his position.  The St. Patrick Day celebrations that occur today bear no resemblance whatsoever to the actual St. Patrick.

But I am wearing orange because in the late 1600s in Scotland the newly appointed British monarchs were William and Mary.  William and Mary of Orange.  They ruled together as husband and wife.  They were actually first cousins as well.  William and Mary College in Williamsburg, Va. is named after them.  
Mary’s father was the king prior to her and he was Catholic.  Mary was raised protestant, however.  When William and Mary of Orange became king and queen, there was much fear in Scotland that a Catholic would become king or queen again.  The Church of Scotland was Presbyterian and the birthplace of Presbyterianism.

So the Scottish parliament passed the “The Protestant Religion and Presbyterian Church Act” in 1707 when Mary’s sister, Queen Anne, was the monarch.  By this act, the Scots made sure that every British king and queen from then on would be a protestant.  

So, therefore, William and Mary of Orange can be credited with assuring that Presbyterians could continue to worship as they wanted to without intervention from the government and Catholic Church.  

So this weekend we celebrate with our Catholic brothers and sisters that they have a new pope but we can also wear orange to celebrate that we can worship freely as Presbyterians.

Recovering reliable historical information about many of the saints is difficult if not impossible, and Saint Patrick (c. 390–461) is no exception. Born in Scotland, Patrick was imprisoned and taken to Ireland when he was about sixteen years old. He retuned to Scotland, only to have a dream in which the people of Ireland called out to him, “we beg you, holy youth, to come and walk among us once again.” He did return, and although the details are obscure and the legends are large, he wandered and ministered in Ireland for over thirty years, converting the nation.

The Prayer of Saint Patrick
I arise today
Through a mighty strength, the invocation of the Trinity,
Through a belief in the Threeness,
Through confession of the Oneness 
Of the Creator of creation. 
I arise today 
Through the strength of Christ's birth and His baptism, 
Through the strength of His crucifixion and His burial, 
Through the strength of His resurrection and His ascension,
Through the strength of His descent for the judgment of doom. 
I arise today
Through the strength of the love of cherubim,
In obedience of angels,
In service of archangels,
In the hope of resurrection to meet with reward,
In the prayers of patriarchs, 
In preachings of the apostles,
In faiths of confessors,
In innocence of virgins,
In deeds of righteous men.
I arise today
Through the strength of heaven; 
Light of the sun,
Splendor of fire,
Speed of lightning,
Swiftness of the wind,
Depth of the sea, 
Stability of the earth,
Firmness of the rock. 
I arise today
Through God's strength to pilot me;
God's might to uphold me, 
God's wisdom to guide me, 
God's eye to look before me, 
God's ear to hear me, 
God's word to speak for me, 
God's hand to guard me, 
God's way to lie before me, 
God's shield to protect me, 
God's hosts to save me 
From snares of the devil, 
From temptations of vices, 
From every one who desires me ill, 
Afar and anear, 
Alone or in a multitude.
I summon today all these powers between me and evil,
Against every cruel merciless power that opposes my body and soul, 
Against incantations of false prophets,
Against black laws of pagandom,
Against false laws of heretics,
Against craft of idolatry, 
Against spells of women and smiths and wizards,
Against every knowledge that corrupts man's body and soul. 
Christ shield me today 
Against poison, against burning, 
Against drowning, against wounding,
So that reward may come to me in abundance. 
Christ with me, Christ before me, Christ behind me,
Christ in me, Christ beneath me, Christ above me, 
Christ on my right, Christ on my left, 
Christ when I lie down, Christ when I sit down, 
Christ in the heart of every man who thinks of me, 
Christ in the mouth of every man who speaks of me, 
Christ in the eye that sees me, 
Christ in the ear that hears me. 
I arise today
Through a mighty strength, the invocation of the Trinity,
Through a belief in the Threeness,
Through a confession of the Oneness
Of the Creator of creation.

