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Rev. Jerry Deck        March 8, 2015 
John 12:1 – 8 
 

Roots 
Washed With Tears 

 
When I was in high school, like most high schoolers I had to read a lot of classic novels.  Some 
I liked and some I detested.  I loved the books I got to read by authors like Jane Austen and 
Fyodor Dostoyevsky.  I did not, however, like at all books by Ernest Hemingway.  I was forced 
to read two of his books, For Whom the Bell Tolls and The Sun Also Rises and it was all I could 
do to stomach them.  The biggest problem I had with Hemingway is that he was always trying 
to be so cryptic, so symbolic.  He himself bragged about how 90% of the meaning of his books 
was “below the surface” and quite frankly I found that a bit pretentious. 
 
It wasn’t helped by the fact that when we got into class discussions and the teacher would say 
something like “What do you think it meant when Hemingway said that the bull tore into his 
flesh” that all the brown nosers would quickly raise their hands and wax on about this and 
that.  The teacher could obviously see the disgust on my face because she would say, “What 
do you think Hemingway meant, Jerry?” and with a bit of a sneer I would say, “I think he 
meant the bull tore into his flesh.”   
 
I have to admit though that as I got older for some reason I started to enjoy these kinds of 
books a bit more.  I liked it when authors had more than one meaning to their words, causing 
you to ponder them just a bit more.  It’s for this reason that I have started to like the gospel 
writer John more and more.  Because of all the gospel writers, John is the most Hemingway-
like, if you will.  You’ll recall how he begins his gospel account.  “In the beginning was the 
Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God.”  It forces you to wrestle with what 
exactly he’s saying.  And throughout his letter, John will often have a deeper meaning to what 
he’s saying, including in this passage today.  But first let’s look at what’s on the surface. 
 
There’s a dinner party going on in honor of Jesus at the home of Lazarus.  Now it’s important 
to recall that this was shortly after Lazarus had been raised from the dead, so it’s very likely 
that it is a party to celebrate the fact that Lazarus is no longer dead (can’t you just imagine 
what that kind of party would be like?!) as well as one thanking Jesus for what he’s done.  We 
can be sure that there is a festive mood, that everyone is excited and joy is abundant when all 
of a sudden something very strange occurs.  A woman, Mary we are told, takes a pound of 
very expensive perfume (we’re told it values a year’s wages), anoints Jesus’ feet and then 
begins to wipe his feet with her hair.  Talk about awkward.  Can’t you just imagine everyone 
kind of looking around and thinking “What in the world kind of party is this?!”  I mean, this is 
a strange enough happening in our day, but in that day and age for a woman to act like that, 
to let down her hair like that in mixed company was unheard of. (A proper woman wouldn’t 
let her hair down in public, just as a proper gentleman wouldn’t have run in public (as we’ve 
talked about the last two weeks).  It’s weird that whenever Jesus is around someone is always 
doing something they shouldn’t!)  And so you can just imagine the stunned silence of the 
crowd. 
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Now usually in awkward places like this it’s Peter who stands up and says something and 
while Matthew’s version of this story says that disciples were upset over what happened in 
John’s version only Judas says something.  And what he says, of course, is that this money 
could have been spent on the poor instead, which John quickly lets us know is not because 
Judas actually cares for the poor but because he would liked to have gotten his own grubbing 
hands on that money.  Jesus, however, does not speak to Judas’ motive, but instead simply 
tells him to leave the woman alone because, while the poor would always be around, he 
would not and then in a mysterious phrase, says that she had bought it for his burial.   
 
One of the things I have struggled with in this story is the simple fact that while Judas’ 
motives may have been wrong, you have to admit, he’s got a really good point.  In fact think 
about this.  If it had been Jesus who had said what Judas said, most of us wouldn’t have 
blinked.  We’d a said, “Atta boy Jesus!  Way to look after the poor!”  I don’t really like standing 
on Judas’ side, of course, but at the end of the day I have to admit that he really is right.  That 
it really is a waste.  But what’s interesting is that the more I thought about it the more I began 
to wonder whether or not it wasn’t a wasteful act that served as a preamble, if you will, to an 
even greater waste that was coming.   
 
Here’s what I mean.  Remember how I talked about how John likes to speak on two different 
levels.  When John begins this story he lets us know that it is 6 days until Passover.  For those 
who knew this story (and another attribute of John’s Gospel is that it’s written as if we 
already know the generalities of the story) we would know that it is at Passover that Jesus is 
killed.  And so, John doesn’t tell us that it’s 6 days until Passover just so that we can know 
where we are on the calendar, but to orient us around the death of Jesus.  Then he brings up 
Lazarus, but of course rather than just saying Lazarus he says, “the one he brought up from 
the dead” as if we would have forgotten that!  Another interesting thing is the word that John 
uses for dinner.  Outside of this particular story John only uses this particular Greek word 
(and he had others to choose from) in one other situation.  Can you guess what that is?  Yes, 
the Last Supper.  And when it comes to the description of Mary wiping Jesus’ feet with her 
hair, when else do we see this particular Greek word for wiping in John?  Yes, when Jesus is 
washing, and wiping, the disciples’ feet at the Last Supper. 
 
Now, you don’t have to be a brown-noser to clearly see that John, while describing this scene 
with Mary, is clearly pointing to something else, the coming death of Jesus.  Another way to 
put that is to say that it’s one wasteful scene pointing to another one.  That part of the reason 
why it’s okay to say that Mary’s act was a waste is because in many ways we can see Jesus’ act 
on the cross as a waste.  An illogical, nonsensical waste.  But, the most beautiful, illogical, 
nonsensical wasteful act that this world has ever seen.   
 
When my wife and I met in Kansas City I was 30 years-old, jobless, mooching off family and 
had enough student loans to buy a decent-sized house.  In other words, I was a real catch.  
Megan, on the other hand, was in the middle of her seminary studies, had a great community 
of friends, a job that she loved and was scheduled to graduate in a few months.  She had no 
time, energy or money to spare as it was everything she could do to keep up on everything.  
But then we met and guess what happened.  Her grades started slipping, her work production 
(primarily because I was always around there) began to suffer, and her friends started 
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getting angry because she was never around anymore.  This all happened, of course, because 
we were pretty much spending every waking hour together.  In our minds we knew what all 
this meant.  That we were absolutely, unequivocally falling in love.   
 
Of course, to her friends and perhaps her parents it looked a little different.  They saw it, well, 
how do I put this?  I guess one way to say it is they saw it as an illogical, nonsensical waste.  
Here she is about to graduate and move on and she’s wasting her time, money and energy on 
me, her deadbeat boyfriend.  And of course, they and we, were both right.  We were falling in 
love and it was an absolutely illogical, nonsensical, but beautiful, waste.  A waste that changed 
both of our lives forever. 
 
It’s why I don’t have a problem thinking that Judas was right, that what Mary did was a waste.  
Yes, she could have spent that money on the poor and that would have made all the sense in 
the world.  But well, when you love someone, as she clearly loved Jesus, sometimes the only 
thing you can do is waste money, time and energy on that person. 
 
It is in this same sense, as strange as it may sound, that I think Jesus’ death on the cross can 
be seen as an illogical, nonsensical waste.  He knew that not everyone would follow him and 
yet he still was hung on a cross for them.  He knew how many times his own followers, then 
and today, you and me, would fail in our love for him and yet he still died for us.  Even now he 
forgives us time and time again, even though he knows that we will continue to fail.  But Jesus 
continues to give, continues to love, no matter how wasteful it is.  Why?  Because he loves us 
so deeply and so profoundly that it is simply who he is and he simply can’t help himself.  Yes, 
it may appear as a waste, but it is also the most loving act that this world has known.  And for 
those who have ears to hear and eyes to see it is a beautiful waste that can change us forever. 
 
And it’s for that reason that I think one of the important things that we as disciples have to 
grab a hold of is the importance of our being a wasteful people because if we are not at times 
being a wasteful people then it probably means that we aren’t loving God and others as 
deeply and as richly as we should.  If we aren’t loving those who will probably never love 
us back and giving to those who will never be able to give back to us or caring for those 
who may never care for us then we aren’t being nearly wasteful enough.  Christians 
should be known as being wasteful of our time, money and energy.  But it is so easy for 
us, of course, to get caught up in what is logical or, as we like to put it, what is efficient.  Now 
hear me, I am not calling for a death to all things efficient, but I do think that we have to be 
aware of how quickly efficiency can become our guiding principal, keeping us from genuinely 
experiencing God, one another and our neighbors.  And the reality is that so often it is when 
we are wasting our resources out of love that we most often see change.   
 
This weekend, as you may have heard, is the weekend for ZPC’s Men’s Great Banquet.  Now, I 
realize that not all of you have been through Great Banquet, in fact I have not yet been 
through it.  But I will tell you that it’s obviously had a big impact on the life of ZPC.  As I’ve 
said before when we did the Dessert with the Decks last year at every single one at least one 
person brought up how the Great Banquet had impacted their lives.  
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Now there are a lot of reasons for this.  For one, from what I hear, there is really good food 
which is always a good thing.  But as I thought about this text this week, I realized that there 
is another good reason that it has been tremendously successful.  And it is because of its’ 
structure.  About a year ago now, when I was still pretty early on in my time here, I had a 
conversation with one of the leaders and he mentioned that it can sometimes be hard to get 
folks, especially guys, to go through it.  And as he was talking I thought to myself, “Well, of 
course it is.”  I mean, do you know when this thing starts?  They call it a weekend but it starts 
on Thursday nights!  So, you’re asking guys to take off Friday from work, to take a vacation 
day, so that they can be a part of this church thing.  In fact, I said to this leader, “Is there any 
way to cut out that first day so that people could just come Friday, because you’d get a lot 
more guys to come if they didn’t have to take that day off.”  I mean, that would be a lot more 
efficient, right?!  It’s a waste of a vacation day! 
 
 “Well,” he said, “we could but it wouldn’t be Great Banquet.”  In other words, no!  Now my 
guess is that he may have been thinking about the program and that it takes Thursday night 
and Friday to really complete the whole program (whatever that is!), but as I thought about it 
this week I also began to see that its’ success probably has a lot to do with the simple fact that 
it is forcing men and women to waste a weekday, an important weekday, a vacation day, in 
order to do it.  It seems to me that there is something in the simple reality that when you are 
willing to waste a vacation day and whole weekend on doing something for God, even if you 
don’t’ know what it is, already you are putting yourself in a position to experience God in a 
completely different way.  To really be changed, so often we have to be willing to be wasteful.   
 
It makes me think that really perhaps the best and most honest way to advertise it is to 
simply say, “Come waste a vacation day and a whole weekend with us.”  Sure, you could 
spend it working or with your family or even feeding the poor, but this weekend, these 4 
days, we want you to waste it with us.  Because in the waste, in doing the inefficient thing, you 
might just see God work in surprising ways.  In other words, while we certainly can be 
efficient at times, we also have to have times when we embrace the waste.   
 
It’s one of the reasons, as I’ve said before, I don’t give money to the donut fund.  Now there’s 
nothing wrong with giving money for the donuts you get, but I want you to know that if you 
don’t give any money then I’m glad we’re wasting our money on you and we’re doing it 
because we care about you.  On Friday night Megan and I will be hosting those of you who 
would like to learn more about becoming members at ZPC and that, is a waste for all of us.  I 
mean first of all we could much more easily do it here where we have a lot more space.  That 
makes more sense.  And secondly, we don’t really do all that much on Friday night other than 
eat and talk, so we could easily just do it all on Saturday morning (and I know there are some 
here who wish we could do that!).  But as a part of you figuring out whether or not you want 
to be a part of ZPC is for you to know that we are not all about efficiency and what makes 
logical sense, but rather we are also about doing things that are inefficient, but that help build 
loving community.  We do it because we love you and, quite frankly, we want to see if you 
think we’re worth wasting your Friday night on! 
 
Love, intimate love, is so often a wasteful, inefficient thing.  As Judas rightly pointed out it was 
wasteful for Mary to pour out that perfume on Jesus.  And yet it was an incredibly beautiful 
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act.  In so many ways it was wasteful for Jesus to pour out his blood for a people who would 
so often turn their backs on him and yet it revealed a love that efficiency and commonsense 
never could.  And when we are willing to be wasteful in our love toward God we reflect how 
we have been shaped by this same wasteful love.  Yes, there is room for efficiency but let us 
not forget to embrace the waste and in so doing might the scent of God’s grace permeate this 
community and our world. 
  


