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	Prayer of the Day (suggested edits in bold face)
Creator God, you prepare a new way in the wilderness, and your grace waters our desert.  Open our hearts to be transformed by the new thing you are doing, that our lives may proclaim the extravagance of your love given to all created beings through your Son, Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.  AMEN



The 5th Sunday in Lent has a penultimate quality, leaning toward the week when we act our way through the Passion and Resurrection of Christ.  While on this 5th Sunday we are still in the Lenten wilderness, that wilderness is alive with a way, with springs of water (Isaiah 43).  While we are still sowing barren or war-ravaged fields with our tears, we are anticipating the joy of harvest (Psalm 126).  Invited into Paul’s yearning for union with Christ’s suffering and death (Phil 4), we are reminded that this union is the path of resurrection life in Christ.  

These scriptures are lusciously ecological.  In them, we encounter the whole creation: wilderness, water, wild animals, seed, fields, and our own human ecology of flesh and blood.  Even Paul’s keening toward a transforming participation in the death of Christ immerses us in our own piece of Nature, our human bodies-born-to-live-and-die nature.  In light of the recent EcoFaith Summit, Holy Ground, Holy Table: Regenerative Practices for the Wholeness of the Earth, we can hear in these ecological echoes the promise of regeneration, in a newfound way, in watered wilderness, in sown fields, in a believer’s life resurrected, regenerated, through a fructifying union with Christ’s suffering for the sake of the world.

But it is with the gospel for this Sunday, Mary’s anointing of Jesus, where I wish to linger.  Here is a gospel centered around a richly symbolic action, the act of anointing.  John’s gospel frames Mary’s anointing as pointing toward Jesus’ death. Reading it on the fifth Sunday of Lent anticipates a week that will be full of symbolic, ritual actions, from the Sunday of the Passion throughout the Three Days. Consider some of them: congregations walking together into the Jerusalem of their sanctuaries waving palms, worshippers shouting Crucify him, pastors washing feet, altars being stripped, a rough cross being carried, candles being extinguished, the new fire of the Paschal Candle being lit, worshipers following that candle silently into a darkened church, water flung wildly from a cedar branch, Easter flowers seducing nostrils, and Alleluia’s sung like bells. 

As we consider the Church’s role and voice in addressing our civilization’s self-destruct trajectory, it is easy to be engulfed by the magnitude and complexity of the forces and systems that are creating so much suffering and death now, and could be hurtling planetary life over a cliff of no return.  What are symbolic actions, these communal tracings of a Story, in the face such terrifying magnitudes beyond all control?  After all, did Mary’s anointing of Jesus prevent his execution? Can symbolic action, which is her language in this gospel, which is the Church’s language, prevent this living planet’s dying?  

Mary’s anointing of Jesus did not prevent his execution. She anointed him as an act of love in full recognition that he was dying. She alone among the disciples of Jesus - in all the gospel narratives - is willing to see that Jesus is going to be killed by the powers that be. Everyone else is in deep denial.  Her anticipatory grief for the death of the Friend who called her brother back to life does not puncture their denial at the time.  

Jesus, however, praises her act as prophetic, and therefore transformational. 

Just as Mary anoints Jesus, Jesus anoints Mary as a prophet acting prophetically.  Since prophecy is transformative truth rather than predictive truth, this means that her act of anointing does more than point to his specific death, but to something that will transform our awareness and capacity to act after his resurrection.  Could her action of anticipatory grief puncture our denials, or, at least, perforate an opening for us?  Could this reciprocal anointing (Mary of Jesus and Jesus of Mary) perforate our own habits of denial and disillusion? Could it open us to experience our own anticipatory grief for all that is being harmed, killed, diminished, and endangered?  

We who believe in Christ’s resurrection from death have no business denying death, including the death and diminishment that our collective economic, extractive ways are inflicting on Life.  Our business, instead, is to grieve what is being or could be lost, and in that grief to act to kneel at the feet of the Beloved anoint.  

Where and how, today, is Mary anointing Jesus?  How might we anoint the dying body of the earth as the body of Christ? (Both ways, the earth as the body of Christ, and us as the Mary-like body of Christ). And what resurrection may be awaiting, like buried grain, when we dare to grieve with love?  

Symbolic action is evocative, not linear, transformational, not operational, suggestive, not solution presuming. It is shockingly disproportionate to the scale of all threats to Life.  What are those small anointings, extravagant with love, with which we may enter Christ’s passion unfolding in creation?  Planting milkweed in the church parking lot?  Composting coffee grounds?  Joining with youth to get your city council to declare a climate emergency?  Helping children plant a garden or spend time in the woods?  Purchasing our meat (if we eat it) exclusively from independent family farmers?  Walking with the Water Protectors from the Mississippi Headwaters all the way to the State Capitol last summer?  

And here’s another wonder.  I cannot stop thinking about Mary’s hair, scandalously unbound, wiping the costly, fragrant oil which she has poured on his feet, with her tears perhaps mingling with the oil. She adores him.  And does not the more than human Creation adore us?  Does she, Nature, not give herself extravagantly to us, pouring fragrant oil upon our feet, brushing close to us each moment with her unbound hair?  Is she not also the wilderness waiting to make us glad again, to be allowed to regenerate?  


The people who come to hear a word of gospel this fifth Sunday of Lent are weighed down by so much. I do not need to name those weights for you. Do they not need to experience anointing as an agent of healing, a pointing toward messianic hope, as well as a way to tender a body that has died?
May our worship on this penultimate Sunday of Lent be like oil poured on their feet. (Maybe the symbolic action described in the gospel needs to escape the words of the gospel to become an act of anointing the congregation!)  And may they, who are heavy with many grievings, be assured of the regenerative power of every act of anointing the earth and its human and more than human creatures, for the sake of our children, for the sake of the whole creation.

Amen, may it be so!
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