Series: Giving to God

Sermon #1 – “Giving as an Act of Worship”

Mark 14: 1-11

From our earliest days of existence, human beings have made giving an integral part of their religious lives. Before there were churches and synagogues - houses of worship of any kind - people have been giving to the god they worshipped.

Picture yourself in ancient Israel, in the early years before there was a temple. The community would gather to worship around a rudimentary altar and each person would bring something to offer to God. Sometimes it was a “meal offering” of grain. At other times it was a “drink offering” of wine or oil. Sometimes herdsmen brought animals – a lamb, a goat, a dove. Whatever they had, that had value to them, they brought and they offered it to God, leaving it at the altar. Such has been the way of religious people since the beginning of time. (see Giving to God: The Bible’s Good News about Living a Generous Life, Mark Allan Powell, p.9-10)

 We have not received any chickens or goats at the communion table here lately; nevertheless you and I are still worshippers who make offerings. In the Old Testament, the grain, the wine and oil, the animals were the ancient equivalent of money. So when we take up an offering in worship every week, we are continuing in the traditions of our ancestors of giving something tangible to the God we worship. In fact, giving to God, as our ancestors did and as we still do today, is an act of worship.

 Have you ever thought about the Sunday morning offering that way – as an act of worship? When you sit down and write your check to the church, or make your annual pledge to the church, have you considered that an act of worship toward the God you profess faith in?

Over the next few Sundays, as we journey through this season of stewardship, Julie and I will be preaching a series on “Giving to God.” We will be inviting each and everyone one of us to think deeply about what it means for people of faith to give. And today, the invitation I offer to us is to consider how our giving to God is an act of worship. To frame our thoughts on this today, we have a story from Mark’s gospel that is quite instructive. It is the story of a nameless woman who comes to Jesus, offering a worshipful act of giving.

 She is indeed anonymous. We are not told who she is; she could be anyone. She is obviously one thing – she is brazenly presumptuous. She breaches Middle Eastern etiquette by simply walking in the room. 

 Jesus is dining at the home of a man named Simon the leper. Simon was, of course, a common name and maybe Mark simply wants to distinguish him from the other Simon’s in the story. Or maybe Mark wants us to know that this man is one who was an outsider and because of Jesus healing him, he is now able to go home and be with family again. Regardless, Jesus is at his house for dinner. The custom of that time would have been for the men to dine and converse. If women came into the room, it was simply to wait upon the men. They were not to interrupt. Like “good children” they were to be barely seen and certainly not heard.

 But this woman is impudent. Mark says that she breaks into the company of men gathered there without even bothering to knock, much less ask permission. As she enters, she comes bearing a gift. She has a flask in her hand. It is white…made of alabaster. You can tell it’s expensive. She goes to Jesus and standing behind him, breaks the flask and soon what had been the smell of fried chicken, potato salad, devilled eggs and green beans is replaced by the sickly sweet scent of pure nard – an aromatic herb from India. The aroma fills the room and soon everyone is distracted. They notice that the woman is now touching Jesus’ hair. She is rubbing the oil of nard into his hair – anointing him, almost like the embalmers anoint a body for burial. What’s going on here? What’s the woman doing? Who does she think she is coming in here off the street, flaunting herself and messing up this gentlemen’s gathering?

  I would propose to you, that as we look at this story more closely, we discover that what this woman is doing in the presence of Jesus is giving to God as an act of worship. In order to see this in the story we have to take note of two words. The first word is…

…WASTE

 In his telling of the story, did you notice how Mark sort of stumbles all over himself to let us know how precious this gift is that the woman brings to Jesus? The expense of this gift the woman brought was not lost on others in the room that night. It was said to be worth 300 denarri. That’s a lot of money! Worth almost a year's wages for a workingman. This bottle of nard was probably a family heirloom. If she had taken it to the “Antique’s Roadshow” and gotten it appraised all of us at home would have been amazed to see the number come across the TV screen! Yet, she took to it Jesus, shattered the bottle right there so that there was no going back on the offering, and anointed the rabbi from Galilee. She took probably the most precious possession she had and offered it to the Son of God in act of adoration. And that’s when the grumbling started.

 “Why was this ointment wasted in this way? Why, we could have sold this and given the money to the poor.” (vv. 4b-5)

 We do not know who made this complaint; Mark just refers to them as “some.” But “some” present thought this woman’s act of worship was “a waste.” Here’s money that could have gone to mission! Here’s money that could have done some practical good. And it’s simply been wasted! Wasted!

 And that is indeed how some view such acts of generous and extravagant devotion to God – as a waste. And in reality, it is a waste…but it is also worship! It is honoring God!

 One present day theologian I have come to appreciate is Marva Dawn and one of her best books was on worship. The title of that book – “A Royal Waste of Time.” And that is what worship is in one sense – it is wasting our time, but doing so royally in honor of the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords. That’s exactly what this woman does here. She gives her best – her all – to Jesus even though others around are shaking their heads and saying, “what a waste!”

 I love what one of the great theologians of the last century, Paul Tillich said:

“We know that lack of love in our early years is mentally destructive. But do we know that the lack of occasions to waste ourselves is equally dangerous? In many people there has been an abundance of the heart. But laws, conventions, and a rigid self-control have repressed it and it has died. People are sick not only because they have not received love but also because they are not allowed to give love, to waste themselves. 

And Tillich’s admonition was this:

Do not suppress in yourselves or others the abundant heart, the waste of self-surrender, the Spirit who trespasses all reason. Do not greedily preserve your time and your strength for what is useful and reasonable. Keep yourselves open for the creative moment, which may appear in the midst of what seemed to be waste. Do not suppress in yourselves the impulse to do what the woman at Bethany did.” 

(Paul Tillich, The New Being, Chapter 6, “Holy Waste” found at www.religion-online.org)

  Giving to God as an act of worship will always, from a simply human standpoint, seem to be wasteful. Think of all the other things one could do with the money. Like the “some” who criticized this woman, I think we are often prone to do that with our tithes and offering to God in the church. We rationalize that surely there is something more practical, more reasonable, more effective to do with our money that support the work of Christ though this imperfect thing called “the church.” And so we hold back from bringing the full tithe to the Lord’s work here, lest we be “wasteful.”

 But listen to what Jesus said to the people who criticized the women: he says, “Y’all leave her alone!” And then he goes on to say something else about her giving as an act of worship and that’s the second word to take note of in the text. It’s the word…

…WONDERFUL

Maybe you didn’t catch that word. Actually it doesn’t appear in our translation we read today. After telling these critics to leave this worshipful woman alone Jesus says:

“She’s performed a good service for me.” (v.6)

The English Standard Version calls it “a beautiful thing” and in Eugene Peterson’s translation, The Message, it says what the woman did was “wonderfully significant.”

 Good, beautiful, wonderful. That’s Jesus assessment of this woman’s giving extravagantly as an act of worship. What others would call a waste, Jesus says is wonderful! She knows what the ointment costs. She’s knows how expensive it is. And because of it’s worth, she “wastes” it “wonderfully” on an act of worship toward Jesus. It was a selfless act toward the person a Jesus; an act of faith, generosity, acceptance and recognition of the one who is about to die; who is about to “waste” his life for sinners like her and her critics. And recognizing that this “wonderful” one named Jesus is about to give his all for her, she gives everything she has to honor and worship him. She indeed has done a “beautiful/wonderful thing.”

  And notice that Jesus also said of her, “she has done what she could.” (v.8). And from the standpoint of giving as an act of worship, that too is the measure. Not doing what we “want”; not doing what we’re “willing to” or are “resigned to do;” but rather doing what we can. 

 And Jesus goes on to say of this unnamed woman, as long as the gospel is preached, what she has done will be proclaimed as a memorial to her. And that is why we rise up to call her blessed today and hold her up as a model for our giving. She gave as a pure and precious act of worship, as wonderful as it was wasteful.

 As we begin our Stewardship Season journey today, I leave you with the words of biblical scholar Lamar Williamson as he reflects on the woman from Bethany:

 “Christian stewardship as a regular pattern of life is a good and challenging ideal, but this anonymous woman’s response to Jesus moves on different grounds. Her deed springs from a personal love for Jesus, which, on occasion, breaks all patterns, defies common sense, and simply gives. Spontaneous, uncalculating, selfless and timely, her gift calls us to love Jesus in this way too and not judge the way others express their love for him.” (Lamar Williamson, Mark, Interpretation Commentary, p.249)

 May we, in our time, be willing to totally waste ourselves in such a wonderful way for Jesus.
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