This talk comes with a slide show called Sunday 7th April

Our goal
Protestants << protest.  
They keep questioning what we are doing and why we are doing it (or not).  Our reading from Isaiah today
Isaiah 43
“Forget the former things;
    do not dwell on the past.
See, I am doing a new thing!
    Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?
I am making a way in the wilderness
    and streams in the wasteland.
So let’s do some re-examining and go back to the main goal.  

Stephen Covey – 7 habits of highly effective people.  A Christian in the Mormon church
Habit #1:  Be Proactive  Don’t blame your genetics.  Don’t say ‘If only they... or I...”
Habit #2:  Begin with the End in Mind  Where are you headed and does each action or decision get you closer to that end.
Habit #3:  Put First Things First      Decide on your values and remain true to them
Habit #4:  Think Win-Win Find mutually beneficial solutions and be brave doing it.
Habit #5:  Seek First to Understand, Then to Be Understood  Understand the intent of someone else by listening beyond their words.  Try not to filter everything through your own experiences and values.  Empathise
Habit #6:  Synergise   Cooperate.  Two heads are better than one.  More can be achieved together that individually.
Habit #7:  Sharpen the Saw    self-renewal in the four areas of your life: physical, social/emotional, mental, and spiritual
He later added an 8th. To the 7 habits  Find your voice and encourage others to find theirs.

The main failure of the protestant movement has been that it has frequently failed to be protestant. The basic protestant principle is the principle of constant questioning and critique. It says that we need to keep on questioning what we are doing, why we are doing it, and how we are doing it, because if we stop asking those questions we lose the plot and become meaningless and irrelevant.
As a church we need to make sure we ask them of ourselves individually as well as communally.

As people who identify ourselves as Christians, what is it we are seeking to achieve? The apostle Paul describes himself as pressing on towards the goal. Well, what is the goal? 
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Faith could be described as a search, and I'm very comfortable with that, but searching is usually futile unless we have some idea of what we are seeking. So this morning, as we approach God in worship, we will pursue an answer to that question. What is our central goal? For what do we strive?

I'm not going to attempt to unpack and explain all the complexities of our Bible readings today. Nor do I intend to ignore them. But what I hope we can do is use them as source material for seeking to answer our question; what is our central goal? What do we strive for? 

The question is pretty close to the concerns of both our readings. Paul speaks of giving up one set of values in order to pursue the most important thing, and the image of pressing on towards the goal and striving to attain it come directly from his words which we heard read. In the gospel reading, Judas questions Mary's action, suggesting that it is not part of the game plan, and Jesus defends her. The nature of the game plan is therefore at question. What are we seeking to accomplish?  What is our goal

Maybe another time  we can look at the goals we decide on and see if they are SMART

Specific

Measurable

Achievable

Realistic

Timely

S let’s look at Covey’s 2nd habit and examine.  Begin with the end in mind.  What’s the goal?


We are going to explore a few options here. 
Deeply spiritual  Monastic- a religious and spiritual perfectionist

Perhaps the focus is spirituality. We need to concentrate on prayer and meditation, on worship and contemplation. There has been a long tradition of making this the focus in the churches. It is perhaps most clearly demonstrated in the monastic movements. Pam and I visited a modern monastery where people spent a work life outside the monastery  and then returned to worship in their intentional community.  Withdrawal from the distractions and preoccupations of the world in order to focus our minds on God and experience the cleansing presence of the Holy Spirit. Disciplines of silence, fasting, simplicity, and prayer. There can be absolutely no doubt that these disciplines have produced some of the most world changing Christians in history. But is personal spirituality and piety the principle focus? 
It could be argued that that is what we see in Mary's act of devotion with the fragrant oil. A ritual act of devotion that integrates the spiritual, the devotional, the physical, the aesthetic, even the sensual/erotic. I have no doubt at all that our spirituality and worship should more fully capture and integrate all those aspects. But is this the primary focus of Christian faith?? What are the dangers, what happens if we focus too far in that direction???
It is fairly clear from these readings that Paul thought that it didn't matter how well you did any of these things, because doing “things” is not the primary focus of Christian life. You can be as pious and spiritually minded as St Francis, but it won't get you anywhere on its own, because God does not accept you on the basis of what you do. Paul said that all these things were irrelevant compared with another form of devotion which we shall discover later.

Zealous

let's try another angle, another focus. Paul describes his past as a religious perfectionist. He had it all right. He was clearly identified with the right people, he lived blamelessly according to all the ritual and moral laws, and he was so zealous that he sought to destroy those who opposed this religious lifestyle. There are many churches and Christians who see Moral purity as the correct focus for Christian faith. Zealous promotion of godliness, and fanatical opposition to those who hold dissenting views.
What could be wrong with this focus?  It is taken up by many Christians today for instance in The Christian Democratic Party.  Historically this characterised the Festival of  Light, and, in the US, the Moral Majority.  Is there anything wrong with trying to change the world to a position where it aligns with God’s standards?  Surely this has merit as a goal.

At the extreme end.  - History tells us that there are groups that fought and killed, even other Christians in their zealousness.  Think of the witch burning or dunking, the Inquisition in Europe and its colonies around the world, wars against the Cathars in the C12 and C13 in southern France, the Huguenots in N Europe 4C later, the massacre of Muslims in Jerusalem during the crusades.
Good works
Let's start with the proposal Judas puts forward in the gospel reading. We'll ignore the suggestion that John makes that Judas was in fact a thief and was speaking from self interest. Jesus doesn't address that, so we'll leave it too. 

Mary has produced an extremely expensive fragrant oil. It may be a bit of poetic license but John tells us it was worth about a year's wages. She has used this jar of liquid treasure to give Jesus a foot massage, and Judas is not happy. His proposal is that it should have been sold and the proceeds used for the relief of poverty. His stated view then is simple: what we are on about here is overcoming poverty, bringing economic good news to the poor. The disciples were shocked—we know this from the other gospels—but in John’s account only Judas speaks out. “Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?” he asks. For the cost of the perfume was three hundred times a day’s wage: in Australia today, that would be the equivalent of about $50,000.

The gospel writer goes on to explain that Judas said this because he was a thief: he wanted the money so he could steal more from the common purse. But I reckon Judas gets a bum rap here. Because he’s asking the question that the other disciples ask in Matthew’s account and in Mark’s; and he’s asking the question that we would ask now. Fifty grand! That would go a long way in a homeless shelter, or in support of a family of asylum seekers, or support refugees near their home countries. It would feed the hungry, heal the sick, educate the young. 
How can it be okay for someone to spend so much on a single symbolic act?

I don’t think we can come close to understanding unless we take a step back. In the previous chapter of John, we are told that Lazarus was ill. Word was sent to Jesus, but although he loved the family, he stayed where he was for a few days more. And in his absence, Lazarus died. For Mary and Martha, this meant absolute disaster. Without their brother, without husbands, they had no way to live—no income, no access to the workforce, nothing.

Is it any wonder that Mary was so devotional? She had just been economically and socially saved.  Her brother was back to life.

Many churches have taken this social service gospel line. A lot of people perceive me as an advocate of that view. It has a lot going for it. The argument is that God wants the world to be a place that reflects the goodness and justice of God. Therefore our task as followers of God is to work for social transformation. We can do this a number of ways. We can get involved directly in politics and work to change the structures. We can work with lobby groups, like Amnesty International or Habitat for Humanity. We can work with aid agencies, like Tear Fund or World Vision. We can work in social welfare. The church has often been the major provider of social welfare, through its many agencies such as, just in Eden, Uniting, St Vincents de Paul and Anglicare.

Now Judas had a good point here. All of these things are good things, and if you or I were to give a year's wages to them, we would have made a most worthwhile contribution. But Jesus did not accept Judas' assertion that social action among the poor was the main focus of Christian mission. 
So why not? What do you see as the problems for a church if social action becomes its primary focus?? Or for an individual. If you focus your energies on transforming society, what are the dangers for you?? 

Just because he is a treasurer it doesn’t stop him having some good ideas or worthy opinions.
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After all. Faith without works is dead – a letter from James

James 2:14-26 New International Version (NIV)

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save them? Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.

But someone will say, “You have faith; I have deeds.”

Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by my deeds. You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.

As an aside.  How could Jesus allow such treatment which must have been demeaning to the giver and so sacrificial.?
Is he able to accept this because he has such an inflated opinion of himself that he expects people to fawn like puppies at his feet? Well, the gospel writer is not going to allow us that interpretation, because on the very next page we find Jesus down on the floor with a bowl and a towel, washing the feet of his gathered followers. He is as comfortable to do this for others as he is to receive it himself. Clearly this is not arrogance or haughtiness then. Rather, as he says to his followers after washing their feet, this is the way he wishes all people to treat one another.

Another aside. A little bit about nard.  It is plant, another name is ‘Spikenard’ only found in higher elevations of what is now modern Nepal, Tibet and China.  Imagine the cost of getting the fragrant essence from the roots of the plant and carting it to ancient Israel.  Probably something like a year’s walk away.
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wild Spikenard has been reduced by 80% in the 10 years up to 2017.  20-30,000 households in Nepal depend on Spikenard for up to 25% of their income.

Preserving treasured traditions

Paul could have boasted that he had kept the traditions of his ancestors.  Who could not be proud of the laws and practices that had been given by God and kept for thousands of years?  We have many valued traditions which have meanings and memories to preserve.  Traditions which bind us and give us identity.
Evangelism
Michael’s helpful discussions and method called “The Way Forward” leads us towards this goal.  
Are we expected to share “the gospel” with a certain number of people every week in order to get them to become Christians?  I don’t think so. 
But f we are convinced that the gospel really is good news for all people, then this is a worthy enough goal. Get out there and let them know. How can they believe if they have not heard?
This one is not really addressed in our passages today, but you could find lots of other bits of Paul's writings to support it and it’s part of the great commission. 
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From Matthew 28

Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

Why couldn’t this be the main focus?
There are even some Christians who believe that being rich is a sign of being blessed and therefore a witness.  A form of evangelism.

Knowing God

And before you jump from your seats to say they’re all good aims for a Christian or for the Christian church. Paul makes it clear that it is because we first become intimately united with Christ that we do the things that Christ does. 

In the letter to the Philippians, Paul writes, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.” The word translated as ‘know’ here is a trap for us, for in our society we almost always think about ‘knowing’ as being familiar with information.  This knowing that we are familiar with is knowing about.  
Thus we think we know Christ, because we know a lot of Bible stories and listened to sermons and learned the right theology.

But there are wider ways of knowing. Both in Hebrew and English, ‘knowing’ can refer to sexual intimacy: to a form of communion that is beyond words; and the word can also be translated as ‘experience’. And so in his letter to the Philippians, Paul is saying that he yearns for intimate communion with Christ. He’s not saying that he wants to learn the right things—he already knows the right information. He’s just told us that he was a perfect Pharisee who had memorised the law, and carried it out.

But he longs for more. He wants to experience Christ, so that he might also experience the resurrection from the dead. 

It is as we connect with Christ, as our spirits are united with the Spirit of Christ, that we will be transformed and filled with the sort of joyous exuberant life that can transform the world into a more just, righteous and spiritual place. Without that intimate union all those quests usually gradually degenerate into chores that weigh us down and make us slaves. We might be able to sustain the commitment to them for our entire lives, and plenty of people do, but unless we have something that sustains and empowers us, it can become a stale and joyless commitment. Paul's experience, and my experience, and the experience of many of us here, is that it is in our union with Christ that we find that constantly refreshing energy. And that empowered by that intimate union we are lead into the mission of transforming ourselves, our communities and our world.
And so it is for intimate union with Christ that we strive. It is to that goal that we press on, and to that goal that Jesus invites us to turn aside from the many good tasks occasionally, so that we might be a bit extravagant with our time and affections and ensure that we are developing that primary union. The poor will always be with you, the tasks of changing the world will not go away, but Jesus endorses your right to pull out from time to time to seek intimacy with God, to worship and to be refreshed and renewed before you return to the workface. 
What Jesus was saying when he said "you will always have the poor with you." This is not a statement of resignation. He is not saying, "O well there is nothing you can do to end poverty, so don't worry about it." Rather he is saying you will never be without opportunities to serve the poor, so understand where true care and compassion begin. They begin in knowing the love and freedom of God. They begin in experiencing the freedom to respond in extravagant devotion to the one who would rather get himself nailed by the powers that be than allow the violence of their exploitation and impoverishing to go unchallenged. 
For it is when we truly grasp how extravagantly generous he has been to us, and how reciprocating that generosity to others - to the least of these my brothers and sisters - is actually showering our love and devotion on him, that we will find ourselves really growing in compassion and motivated to care for the needy and the victims of this world. It is from such a place of love and freedom that a lasting commitment to the ways of mercy and service is born.
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From Phillipians - I want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of his resurrection and participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, attaining to the resurrection from the dead.

This is not knowing about Jesus.  This is knowing him.  It’s an intimate word.  
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From Isaac Watt’s hymn ‘ When I survey the wondrous cross’

Were the whole realm of nature mine,
that were a present far too small:
love so amazing, so divine
demands my soul,
 my life, my all. 
Isaiah 43:16-21  (NIV)

This is what the Lord says—
    he who made a way through the sea,
    a path through the mighty waters,
who drew out the chariots and horses,
    the army and reinforcements together,
and they lay there, never to rise again,
    extinguished, snuffed out like a wick:
“Forget the former things;
    do not dwell on the past.
See, I am doing a new thing!
    Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?
I am making a way in the wilderness
    and streams in the wasteland.
The wild animals honour me,
    the jackals and the owls,
because I provide water in the wilderness
    and streams in the wasteland,
to give drink to my people, my chosen,
    the people I formed for myself
    that they may proclaim my praise.

Philippians 3: 4b-14     Modern Austn version
........If anyone starts bragging about their breeding and background to win an audience, I could trump them every time. I’ve got a pedigree to die for! I’m a pure blooded Israelite, born into the noble tribe of Benjamin. I was circumcised when I was eight days old, exactly as the law prescribes. I was educated by the Pharisees the best school, so I know the scriptures inside out, and discipline and obedience are second nature to me. I was so pumped up with passion for the purity of religion that I led violent campaigns against declared heretics, including the church. You could measure me against the strictest interpretations of the law and I’d come out with a perfect record every time.
........Most people would count all this as the perfect start in life, but I have come to see it as more of a disadvantage. Why? Because of Christ. You see, the one and only thing that is of real and lasting value is knowing Christ Jesus, my Lord, and I now realise that just about everything else gets in the way of that. This is why I’ve turned my back on all of it — I now regard it as a lot of crap. I’ve broken my addiction to it so that I can give myself totally to Christ and be embraced fully by him. I’m no longer interested in how I measure up to any checklist of religious laws, however worthy it may be. God’s checklist is the only one that matters to me now and it only has one item on it. All those who trust Christ get the big tick from God. What I really want now is to know Christ intimately and to experience in my own life the power that raised him from the dead. I’ll do whatever it takes — I’ll take my share of his sufferings, I’ll follow him on the road to death if need be — because the only thing that matters to me is to be united with him in his resurrection life.
........I’m not claiming for a moment that I’ve made it, or that I’ve now got it all together. There’s a long way to go, but at least I’m now on the right track and I’m not giving up. I know I’ll make it because Christ is backing me all the way. My friends, I don’t see myself as the expert in these things, but I know enough to be sure of which way to go. I’m taking no further interest in the successes or failures of the past. I’ve got my eyes firmly fixed on what God has called me to become, and I won’t let anything stop me until I cross the line and fall into the waiting arms of Christ.
Philippians 3:4-14  (NIV)

though I myself have reasons for such confidence.

If someone else thinks they have reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for righteousness based on the law, faultless.

But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them garbage, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God on the basis of faith. I want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of his resurrection and participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, attaining to the resurrection from the dead.

Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at my goal, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers and sisters, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.

John 12:1-8 Ne (NIV)
Six days before the Passover, Jesus came to Bethany, where Lazarus lived, whom Jesus had raised from the dead. Here a dinner was given in Jesus’ honour. Martha served, while Lazarus was among those reclining at the table with him. Then Mary took about a pint of pure nard, an expensive perfume; she poured it on Jesus’ feet and wiped his feet with her hair. And the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.
But one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, who was later to betray him, objected, “Why wasn’t this perfume sold and the money given to the poor? It was worth a year’s wages.”He did not say this because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief; as keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to what was put into it.
“Leave her alone,” Jesus replied. “It was intended that she should save this perfume for the day of my burial. You will always have the poor among you, but you will not always have me.”
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