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Isaiah 43:16-21 Philippians 3:4b-14 
Psalm 126 John 12:1-8 

The recently built Newman Center/St. Thomas Aquinas Catholic Church on the 

edge of the University campus, which cost $25 million to build, is quite a structure. I 

have not been inside, but from the outside it looks magnificent. But I understand there 

has been some discussion about spending so much money on a building. Some have 

questioned such an extravagant expense when there is so much need in the world. 

Should God’s church be so extravagant with the houses of worship when there is so 

much need in the world. Our passage for today addresses that question, but does not 

necessarily give us a quick answer. 

Jesus is at the home of Mary and Martha, and Lazarus, whom t Jesus raised 

from the dead. While they are at table, Mary took some perfume and anointed Jesus’ 

feet. Judas, one of the disciples, protested Mary use of this expensive perfume. Some 

scholars believe that the cost of this perfume was the equivalent of a year of wages. 

Judas argued, “Why wasn’t this expensive perfume sold, and the money given to the 

poor.” However, it was not because Judas was compassionate about the poor and 

wanted to help them. Judas had another motivation which explains his complaint. Judas 

was the treasurer, and he had his hand in the till. Anyway, Judas really did not care 

about the poor. It wasn’t compassion, but greed. And to steal from the poor made it 

even more despicable. 

Jesus response to Judas’ question bothers me. “Leave her alone. She is doing a 

good thing for me. Besides, you will always have the poor with you.” It sounds like 

Jesus is suggesting it is OK to spend money on lavish things in our devotion to Jesus. 

“There will always be the poor” sounds like some kind of excuse to divert our money to 
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lavish acts of devotion, rather than helping the poor. Jesus statement comes from 

Deuteronomy 15:11 which admonishes Israel to “open your hand to the poor,” because, 

there will never cease to be some in need.” We have to give to the poor for there will 

always be the poor. Theologian Stan Hauerwas comments: “The poor that we always 

have with us is Jesus. It is the poor that all extravagance is to be given.” The true 

church always has the poor in its midst, always treasures the life of the poor. 

The church, you and I, have been called by God to be compassionate, to help 

the poor, to be in mission. There can be no denying that Jesus commanded that we be 

compassionate, that we help the vulnerable and the disenfranchised. When the rich, 

young ruler had asked Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life, and informed Jesus 

that he was obeying the commandments, Jesus responded, “Good. Now sell all that you 

have and give to the poor.” In the parable of the Last Judgment, Jesus declared that the 

litmus test for getting into heaven will be whether we clothed the naked, fed the poor, 

gave water to the thirsty, helped the sick, welcomed the stranger, and visited those in 

prison. Feeding the poor, giving water to the thirsty, helping the sick, welcoming the 

stranger, clothing the naked, and visiting those in prison are Christian values, values 

found in both the Old Testament and the New Testament. As Christians we are called to 

be compassionate and to act on that compassion. From that line of thinking, our 

resources are to go to helping the needy, not on extravagant edifices. 

But, there is more to the story. Mary’s act of anointing Jesus feet was an 

extravagant act of devotion. This expensive perfume was what was used to anoint a 

body before it was buried. The took place less than a week away from his death and 

burial. When Judas complained about why this costly perfume wasn’t sold and given to 
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the poor, Jesus defended her, “Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it 

for the day of my burial.” Jesus does not take issue with this extravagant gift. He 

declares that it is appropriate in light of his impending death. He is gracious enough to 

receive it with gratitude. For Mary this was an act of devotion to her Lord. Perhaps she 

felt gratitude for Jesus having raised her brother Lazarus from the dead. 

There is something awe-inspiring when one sees large cathedrals with beautiful 

appointments, stain glass windows, pipe organ filling the space with beautiful music, 

and choirs singing praise to God. Some of the great cathedrals of Europe took hundreds 

of years to build. Yet, Judas’ objection does have its point. What church serious about 

discipleship does not struggle with the tension between money spent on beautiful awe-

inspiring spaces and money spent on behalf of the poor. I remember when Robert 

Schuller’s Crystal Cathedral was built in 1980. It is the largest glass building in the world 

and has one of the largest musical instruments in the world. It cost $18 million to build 

back in 1980. In today’s dollars that would be over $50 million. I remember at that time 

thinking, “What a waste of money! There are better things to do with the church’s 

money.” But a friend challenged me, saying, do we not want the best for God, which 

made sense. Should we not give the best out of gratitude for God.  

Arlington Presbyterian Church in Northern Virginia had been discerning their 

future for a number of years. They sensed that what they had been doing as a church 

simply was not working anymore. Housing is very expensive in that area, forcing many 

people to move out of the community. Families of four making $60,000 a year could no 

longer afford to live in the community. After years of discerning their mission, they 

decided to sell their property to a developer, who is going to build affordable housing 
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units. They now see their mission as housing the homeless, providing affordable 

housing. The church is considering renting some space back for worship space and 

creating a new worshiping community. They struggled with their mission, and finally 

decided that selling their property and having it converted to affordable housing units 

was their new mission to the community. As one of their members said, ““We don’t need 

a building to be the hands and feet of Jesus in our neighborhood. Arlington Presbyterian 

has been a vibrant faith community serving our neighborhood for over 100 years. We 

will continue to do so, building or no.” 

Many churches are struggling with churches that were built when their 

memberships were four times as many, and are now saddled with large, aging facilities 

and decreasing membership and resources. Churches are going to be struggling with 

the tension between their worship spaces and mission, real estate and mission. God is 

doing a new thing. God is always doing a new thing. Don’t get me wrong. I am not 

saying should sell this building and do something differently. I am not questioning the 

validity of keeping this building. Real estate is most of the time necessary for mission 

and ministry. Our building serves as a mission to the community. We have various 

Scout groups meeting here, an Al Anon group, various deaf groups. These 

organizations are important for the welfare of these people and our community. But we 

live in a different age than back in the 60s when this was sanctuary, and many worship 

spaces were built in the heyday of the church. What is the new thing God is doing and 

what does that mean for Heritage? It all boils down to what is our mission, and what do 

we need to do to fulfill that mission? How can our real estate, our buildings and 
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grounds, be a resource for ministry, not an albatross. It forces us to think outside of the 

box, to look at mission through a different paradigm. 

Let every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. 


