When you want to explain something, 


one of the ways in which you can do it 



is to compare and contrast.  

As a parent of two now, 


instead of being able to say, 



“She is the best sleeping baby I have ever had,”  




when we just had Eva.  



I now compare how Esme sleeps 



to what we experienced with Eva 




and what other parents have told us.  

So the 3-4 hours of sleep at a time 


is not as much as I would desire, 


but am again thankful that Esme 



nor Eva suffered from colic 




and only got an hour at a time.

Matthew will use this compare and contrast strategy 


to tell the story of the passion through out, 


and we see it on full display here on many levels.  

What Matthew wants us to see and hear 


is that there are different ways to approach what lay ahead.  



We are never limited to reacting the way we always have reacted.  


The disturbing colloquialism rings true, 



“There is more than one way to skin a cat.”

Last week, 


we heard Jesus speak clearly about what lay ahead 


and then heard the Chief Priests and Elders scheme 



and plot how they would seize 



and kill Jesus 




as they gathered in the palace of the high priest.  

Contrast that scene, 


with all of the gold 


and decorative artwork, 



the second most important place in the religious life after the temple,


the house of the only man who is worthy to enter the holy of Holies once a year,  



with Jesus taking his next step.  

It is no where even on the moderate scale.  


It is in the house of the leper.  

The very person who scripture instructs they must proclaim, 


“Unclean! Unclean!”

This location is a stark contrast to the Holy Place the High Priests are gathered in.  


Is there any lower spot to go?  

Some scholars have wanted to clean this up a bit.  


They have wanted to say that it is in Simon's house 



the former leper.  


Or that Jesus had healed him of leprosy earlier, 



or was healing him.  

But what if we heard this story the way it is written?  


If we hear that Jesus is eating with a man who currently suffers from leprosy. 



As the genitive case of the noun proclaims. 


If we hear it the way we live, 



where we are all suffering from many ailments, 



diseases, 



and sins.  


And Jesus has not waved a magic wand to make all that disappear, 



but instead is walking with us



 and helping us in our trials 




to overcome what we are facing.  


Not telling God how big our problems are, 



but telling our problems how big our God is.

This setting clarifies the two ways of approaching life and death more clearly.  


We will hear Judas betray Jesus next week, 



again at the palace, 




where the exterior is beautiful, 




but the soul of the place is rotting with worms.  


This week, 



we are in a place where the exterior is rotting away, 




but the soul is being given life, 



as this once isolated man 




finds himself entertaining Jesus, 




and all those who follow him.

Then comes the action, 


the conflict of the scene.  

And it is one that contrasts what we heard 


when Jesus spoke his last statement about judgement, 



when taken out of context.  

In the parable of the sheep and the goats, 


it was 



“what you did for the least of these, 



you did for me.”  

A clear and high calling to serve the poor and well, 


the least of these.  

But in comes this woman, 


Luke's gospels tells us she had lived a sinful life, 


and pours this expensive oil upon Jesus' head.  

Those of us who suffer from cases of pragmatism and simple living, 


can sense the outrage of the disciples.

Here, 


they were just getting on board 



of this serving the poor idea 


and this lady comes 



and pours a years wages on Jesus' head.  

What do you do now?  


Are we to live simply 



and give to the least of these, 


or are we to live lavishly 



and pour $60,000 bottles of oil out on important people's head?  

On first glance, 


Jesus seems to be contradicting himself.

Jesus stands on the side of the woman, 


so how is he not contradicting himself.  

Well, 


there are a few things we need to remember.  

When we did something for the least of these, 


we did it for Jesus.  

So the challenge comes, 


what exactly 


and how exactly are we doing it for the least of these?  

They were naked, 


and had nothing to wear, 



so did we give them the worn out coat 




that we were going to throw out anyway, 



or did we give them our favorite coat?  

They were hungry, 


so did we give them Ramen to eat, 


or did we put on a feast 



and fill them up with what we would give our closest friends?  

Do we view people as charity cases to brag about 

or as children of God whom we have been called to serve?

The place Jesus lands on here, 


is the anointing the body for burial.  

Matthew has this event occurring the latest of any of the 4 gospels, 


when the road to death 



is all downhill from here.  

So the anointing 


is her doing what will not occur at the appropriate time, 



due to the circumstances of Jesus' death, 




with the middle of the night trial,




suffering under Roman guards,




and parading as a criminal through the streets of Jerusalem.  

But there is a also a second detail 


that Matthew includes in his story, 



the anointing on the head.  

Throughout Israel's history, 


King's were anointed with oil on the head.  



David's case being the best known.  

Long before Saul steps down, 


Samuel anoints David with oil 



placed on his head.  


She is preparing Jesus for burial, 


and preparing Jesus to arise as king over all creation, 



even death.

The final reason that Jesus gives 


in favor of this woman, 



is that we will always have the poor with you.  

My logic, 

and the logic of many others who are fixers, 


leads me to say, 



then why bother?  

If they will always be there, 


why should not I enjoy what I have, 



because there is nothing I can do to change the situation.  


Why even try?  

But my lack of roots in the Old Testament 


show themselves in my comments.  

Because Jesus is actually quoting the passage 


from which our sentence of scripture 


and call to worship came from this morning.

While Jesus is quoted with the first half of the statement, 


he does not say the second half.  

We have, 


“There will always be poor people in the land.”  

But we are lacking the therefore.  


“Therefore I command you 



to be openhanded toward your brothers 



and toward the poor and needy in your land.”  

We are also lacking the opening premise, 


from our opening sentence, 



“God will richly bless us 




if we follow the commands 




and obey the Lord 





and their will be no poor in the land.”

Jesus is looking for us to respond to him, 


to follow 


and obey him.  

What do we prefer?  


Following a doctrine, 



an idea that puts all people 



and all situations into nice neat categories.  


Give me the checklist to live 



and I can come close.  


I will be able to do this life thing on my own.  

But that is the very danger 


and the very thing we are to avoid.  



Doing it on our own.  

If we do it on our own, 


we don't need a Savior.  


We don't need a relationship with the living God.  

We think we know best 


and can operate from there.  

We are Adam and Eve in the garden, 


thinking that we can ignore what God says 


and use our own reasoning 



to come to a good conclusion 



without having to take God 




and his thoughts into consideration.

It is a simpler life for sure.  


I can make decisions faster on my own, 


get some projects completed on my own.  

But life is never as good on my own.  

When we live by hard and fast standards, 


without taking the time to consider how Jesus might want us to act, 



we are in trouble.  

But I hope and pray 


that you all have had an experience 



where you spent a little more money, time, or effort to benefit someone 



and lit up their day, 




and saw the benefits 




and the difference it can make.  

This woman blessed Jesus 


as he was in the final 48 hours of this life.  

She worshipped him 


with an expensive oil that proclaimed 



you are worth more than I can do in a day, 



week, 



or even a year.  


You are my king.  


You are worthy of so much love.  



So take courage Jesus, 




you are the right person to lay down your life for the world.  

Her gracious and loving act 


may have helped sustain Jesus on the road ahead, 



when Judas says that Jesus' life is only worth 30 pieces of silver.  



When Jesus asks the disciples to stay up 




and pray with him the garden three times, 





only to find sleep more precious to them 






than his life.  



As the people that he has healed 

So let us learn from this woman 


and remember that all of our year's work 



is worthy to be used to worship Jesus.  

What she has done 


will be remembered for eternity,                                  


because she worshipped the eternal one.  

Let our worship stay focused 


on the only one who is worthy of our attention 



for all of our lives 



and beyond, 
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