                                  The Untold Memory

“Truly I say to you, wherever this gospel is preached in the whole        

world, what she has done will be told in her memory.”                     Matthew 26:13 (same statement in Mark 14:9 and an expanded parallel in Luke 7:36-50)
Sisters and Brothers, If God told you to do something, do you not think that it would be wise or even in your best interest to do it?  The above passage is a powerful case in point.

Of all the events and dynamics in the Gospel, to what does Jesus specifically want us to give witness?  What memory must be kept in our heart and mind, and shared with the world? The Gospels of Matthew and Mark tell us that Jesus wants the ministry to Him by this nameless woman to be proclaimed in memory of her!  There is only one other passage where Jesus commands that something be done “in memory” and that is the Eucharist. And there is only one passage in the Old Testament where God commands a “memory” that is perpetual—Exodus 12:14.  This should tell us how important this passage is.  However, I call it the untold memory because it is rarely in the forefront of the priority of our witness and rarely told unless it appears in a Sunday reading.  We can easily remember the parables of Jesus, but we easily forget or do not even notice the exhortation of Jesus that wherever the Gospel is preached, what she has done will be told in memory of her. 

Let us look closely at this event in the Gospels.

All three Gospels identify the host of the dinner as Simon, but Matthew and Mark point out that he has leprosy (this word in the ancient world can include various skin diseases besides Hansen’s disease). You will notice that in the Gospels many of the teachings and parables of Jesus take place at dinner.  Many invited Jesus to their homes; even Pharisees invited him.  But what was it all about?  They wanted to hear his teaching or receive answers to their questions.  They seemed to recognize his knowledge and genius for interpretation of Scripture. Some wanted his information and others wanted their curiosity satisfied.  If you can imagine a world before encyclopedias, or especially a world before “google” to get information, many people just wanted to “pick his brain.”  Some wanted to hear him say something that they could use against him, but even the sincere ones sincerely only wanted to get knowledge.  Did they really care about Jesus as a person?  Jesus in Luke’s Gospel points out that Simon did not wash his feet or give him a kiss.  
The woman with the alabaster jar of ointment was the only one who ministered to the humanity of Christ.  She is the only one who approached him and recognized him as a person with human needs, desires and apprehensions (Jesus said the anointing was in preparation for his burial).  She is the only one who came to him recognizing and submitting her own hurting and human reality as a person.  She gave Jesus her humanity.

When she appears, she is unwelcome.  When she ministers to Jesus they are “indignant.” 
They complain about her very presence and even doubt the “spirituality” of Jesus for accepting her.  If he were a “real” prophet he would reject her.  She is the outcast.  They consider her to have less dignity than themselves; she is less important; she is less than human. Yet it is she who, through love and sorrow, gives human care and dignity to Jesus and affirms the gift of his humanity.
 Jesus not only forgives her sins, he also does something even greater.  He commands that she will never be forgotten. In this gesture of acceptance and memory, Jesus restores her humanity and dignity. God came to us to be human and to restore our humanity.  Jesus wants to complete our humanity and reveal to us that our greatness is in our humanity.

Spirituality does not negate the human in order to embrace the divine.  Spirituality touches our flesh and bones. 
Jesus also seeks those who will look upon him as a person. 

We are accustomed by Faith to look upon him as Son of God, Messiah, Savior, Divine. But if we accept the reality of the Incarnation we must also accept the human, and in its fullness.  We are all too ready to minister to the Divinity of Christ.  But if we claim faith in the Incarnation, we must minister equally, and with equal love and devotion, the Humanity of Christ.  As a person He is both human and divine. One of the reasons Jesus is a person is because he is sent. We reclaim our personhood when we accept that we are sent.  In the crypt of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, there is a famous graffito that shows a small fishing boat with sail and steering oar. According to archaeologists, it was carved on the wall a few days before the September 14 dedication of the church in 324 AD.  Carved by pilgrims from Rome, the inscription reads DOMINE IVIMUS, “Lord, we went out.” We are not only “on” a mission, we “are” mission.
You will notice that this woman has no name.  And vain are the attempts to identify her.  We know the name of Jesus’ host, Simon. We know a few other names in this scene.  Why do the Gospels not identify her?  This is especially baffling since Jesus thinks she is so important. I maintain this reason:  if she were identified she would remain as an historical figure and her gesture would be singular and frozen in the past, and distant from us.  Without a name she now represents every disciple, present and future.  She transcends time because she is with us, is one of us, and we are her.  Her memory and her ministry to the humanity of Christ must also be our own.  
All of us are challenged to minister to the humanity of Christ.  But how? Christ is risen, he is not here.  Recall the women who went to the tomb to re-wrap the body of Jesus. Sisters and Brothers, we tend to overlook and be unappreciative or unaffected by the reality that the Church is the Body of Christ.  St Paul found that out the hard way. “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” Acts 9:5.  St. Paul taught it in Ephesians 5:29-32.  Jesus reveals it in Matthew 25:40 “In truth I tell, in so far as you did this the one of the least of my brothers, you did it to me.”   It is the individual as well as the whole Church that cries out for our ministering to that humanity of Christ.  We are all well aware of the reality that it is easier to minister to the Christ that is in the tabernacle of our church than it is to minister to the Christ in your own living room. 

In our lives there are people who are anticipating their approaching death.

                 There are people who suffer abandonment or rejection.

                 There are people who are weighed down by the burden of their past.  
                 There are people who weep in grief from losses of various types: from death 

                 of a loved one to loss of one’s dignity. 
                 There are the care givers who need to be cared for.

                 There are those who need joy and heart returned and rekindled.

                 There are those whose hidden talents and vision need to be drawn out and

                 received with love and acceptance.

 And the list can go on.

But this is not only about individuals.  There is the humanity of the Church as a whole and especially in your own local community, the parish. We rarely consider or think of the human needs of our parish or of a parish’s humanity.  
As Jesus told Peter to “strengthen your brothers” (Luke 22:33), so too a parish needs to be strengthened by encouragement, support, and affirmation.  

          A parish needs to have enthusiasm for its mission. 

          A parish needs its unique gifts appreciated and welcomed.

          A parish needs to be cared for and loved.
          A parish needs the opportunity for the rejuvenating gifts joy and laughter. 
          A parish needs understanding.

          A parish needs its humanity anointed and not just invited into our lives for what          

          information or service we can get.
When we minister to the humanity of our Church our gift returns to us in amplified ways because we are a part of that Body of Christ. We build the environment we seek. When we give our humanity to the Body of Christ, Christ restores our humanity and dignity.
When you encourage, support and affirm your parish, you are also giving yourself encouragement, support and affirmation.  St. Paul announces that “no one hates his own flesh but rather nourishes and cherishes it, even as Christ does for the church, because we are members of his body.” (Ephesians 5:29-30).  And so it is that when you nourish your church you also nourish yourself. 
Sisters and brothers, you have heard me say many times before that you do not hide the people you love. How often do we act as if we are ashamed of Jesus Christ and are afraid to let others know of our Faith?  Jesus affirms that if we are His witnesses in this world, He will be our witness before the Father. (Matthew 10:32, Mark 8:38, Luke 9:26).

Jesus was not ashamed of the person who anointed Him in spite of the disparagement of others in that room. He wants her story told in unity with our witness about Him.

Like Veronica courageously breaking out of the status quo of indifference to cruelty and a jeering mob to wipe and comfort the face of Jesus, you become a “true image” (vero icon—the origin of this name) of discipleship in your ministry of mercy to the Body of Christ. And His face is given to you. He embraces your memory as His own.
You do not need to be perfect to be close to God and to Christ.  You only need to love Him—His Divinity and Humanity.
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