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I want to start this morning with a little story that caught my attention.    And I want to do this because it caused me to think about Jesus’ visit to the home of Lazarus in a whole new way.   First, the story:
Once upon a time there was a man who had nothing.   Then God

gave him ten apples.   God gave him the first apple so that he

would have something to show his gratitude for the other nine.

God gave him three apples to eat, three more to trade for shelter,

three more to trade for clothing.   Then the man looked at the first

fruit he had received.   He knew why God had given him that first

apple – to give it back to God in thanks – but that apple looked

bigger and juicier than all the rest.   And the man reasoned that

God still had all the other apples in the world; God really didn’t

this one big, juicy apple.   So the man ate the first apple and gave

God the apple core.

Now I said this story caused me to think about this morning’s Gospel lesson in a new light, so let me briefly say how I had looked at it in the past.


To begin with, I always focused my attention on the human characters and what they were saying and doing.   If I gave much thought to Jesus it was in trying to “spin” His seeming lack of concern for the poor.  He had recently raised Lazarus from the dead and so surely Lazarus deserved close scrutiny.   Martha busied herself with serving others, an admirable endeavor under most circumstances.   Then there was Mary, praised and questioned.   Was her gift to Jesus a sacrifice, or, as Judas contended, a waste?   Lots of sermons around that question.   In the end, we usually ignore Lazarus.   Mary’s example is usually held up as the prime revelation of the visit.   She had given her best – virtually – everything she had to her Lord.   Martha, while well intended, is usually portrayed as having missed the point.   We know Judas is no good; and Jesus seeming lack of concern for the poor is usually just glossed over as being completely out of character.


You may have heard some sermons in the past that didn’t focus on one or more of those interpretations, but I doubt there have been many.   And please don’t get me wrong, I am not saying they are misinterpretations.    Yet, after reading that little story about the man with the ten apples it occurred to me that there was a basic point – maybe a reminder – in the story of Jesus’ visit to the home of Lazarus that I was skipping over.   It is the point of who gave what to whom.   And I think it has stuck in mind because it is a question I have asked myself recently.   Like most of you, I have a lot going on in my life right now.   You know about most of that and I realize that being pulled in a number of different directions is not unique to my life.   That being said, on more than one occasion recently I have wondered, “Am I doing the best I can at whatever I am doing at the moment, or am I just giving it a lick and a promise and moving on?”


Another way of putting it would be to ask, “Am I being all I was created to be, or am I just sliding by?”   In the case of the man with ten apples, there is no question but that he wasn’t responding to God as he was created to respond.   Sans God, he had no apples.   God had literally given him everything he had and he was giving back less than was expected.   If God operated on the do unto others as they do unto you basis, this fellow would have been in big trouble.   Fortunately for us that is not the case and that is where today’s account of Jesus in Bethany comes in.   In focusing all our attention on the human aspects of the story, aren’t we overlooking the Divine?   Isn’t the greatest gift in that home, God’s gift to us, in the presence of Jesus?   I think it is and I think I, for one, often overlook that truth.   I get so caught up in the ebb and flow of my own life that I forget why I am able to do whatever I get done.


God has given us the two greatest gifts we will ever experience.   The first is life.   God created us in the image of the Heavenly Hosts.   In and of ourselves we could not do that; and so the fact that we are is, at its heart, attributable to God.   The second gift is, without question, Jesus.   Having given us life, God then gave us the hope and promise that makes life a gift, rather than a hopeless experience.   In both cases these gifts are an expression of God’s unconditional love for us.   To give back the apple core is to fail to recognize that love.   To overlook the presence of Jesus – in any circumstance – is the same failure.   When Mary poured the priceless nard on the feet of Jesus she wasn’t taking anything away from the poor.   What she was doing was recognizing the gift that Jesus’ presence was for her and her family.


She was giving the best she had and that is all God asks of any of us.   For you see it was Mary’s recognition of God’s gift of Jesus that was a reflection of God’s love.   If all she had to give was a pound of common olive oil to wash His feet, and had given that, it would have made the same point.   Sometimes all we have to give in a particular situation is a lick and a promise.   And, if it is given out of love and concern for the situation and those in it, I’ve got to think it is accepted by God just as was the pound of priceless nard.   My good friend Charles Floyd use to often remind me that the best we can do, in a particular situation, is do what we can, with what we have.   Some would say that’s a copout.   I don’t think so, not if our hearts are in the right place.   God does not ask for something we don’t have.


All God asks is that we recognize and respond to the holiness that can be reflected in our lives – nothing more and certainly nothing less.          
     

