
Grace and peace to you from a God whose love is life-changing.  

 

“Religion says, ‘God will love us if we change.’ The Gospel says, ‘God’s love 

changes us.’”  This quote has popped up on my Facebook newsfeed more than 

once over the years.  I’ve somewhat made it my mantra throughout this Lenten 

season as I’ve worked to truly internalize the significance of my faith at this point 

in my life. God’s all-encompassing love continues to shape and change me into a 

person who’s trying to love herself as much as I know I’m cherished by God and 

the people God has put in my life.  

 

It’s easy to take God’s grace and love for granted though. We come to church, we 

confess and receive absolution, we worship, we sing, we smile, we encounter 

friends we normally don’t see throughout the week.  All of this is great…but then 

we go home.  We go home and, if we’re not intentional, we slip back into our daily 

patterns and rhythms. We submit to cravings for normalcy, which are sometimes 

self-sabotaging.  Unless jarred by a crisis of faith, we don’t always allow God’s 

love to change or enrapture us because we’re mostly programmed to find change or 

divergences from the norm really challenging. We’re also caught in mental 

trappings that convince us change can threaten our current, comfortable way of 

life.   

 

People say God doesn’t change but God is definitely all about it. I have a friend, 

Pastor Paul Hanson, in Billings. He’s retired but still writes columns for the Faith 

Section of the Gazette every once in a while. Some time ago, he wrote about God’s 

love and how it changes us. He also wrote about God’s willingness to change for 

us and for our salvation. Paul is opposed to popular opinion.  He refuses to believe 

Christ is changeless in an ever-changing world.  Rather, he encourages us to expect 

God to change for us and with us, for God is a proponent of change. God is the 

creator of change, adaptation, and evolution.    

 

In Scripture, God changes God’s mind when begged by Abraham not to destroy 

Sodom and Gomorrah. God shifts gear and changes positions when responding to 

the perpetual sins of Israel and then our tendencies to self implode or destruct the 

hope and dignity of others.  He sent more and more people, prophets, and then 

Jesus into our lives to exemplify God’s love in ways that are supposed the leave us 

awakened and shaken to the core. Through the words and actions of these 

spokespeople, God bids us to change our awareness, perceptions, behaviors, and 

our hurtful actions towards others.  We are called to the kind of change that is 

extravagant and lavishing, much like Mary’s gesture towards Jesus in our Gospel 



text for this morning.  Everything about this story speaks to the kind of change 

God intends to evoke within us.       

 

Mary bought and then anointed Jesus’ feet with nard she was most likely going to 

use for his burial.  She intended the use of the nard for one thing. She then changed 

her mind when overcome by the memory of her brother Lazarus being raised from 

the dead.  Her gesture was not only emotional but also symbolic, in that she 

surrendered her fear of losing Jesus. In addition and in a way, she was also handing 

over the fear of her own death and the fear of her own bitter stench once dead.  If 

you’ll recall, her brother Lazarus was in his tomb for 4 days before Jesus beckoned 

him to come out.  Scripture says he smelled awful, as you can imagine--hence the 

need for spices, ointments, and oils, such as the nard Mary poured on Jesus’ feet.   

 

In this act of love and compassion towards Jesus, Mary gave over her fears of 

Jesus, herself, and her loved ones decaying into oblivion.  She surrendered her 

fears of never being enough in the eyes of God.  Overcome by God’s love 

displayed and articulated by Christ, her act was, therefore and instead, one of 

extravagant thanks and praise.   

 

Can you picture yourself as Mary--the thought knots that continue to keep you tied 

down finally being loosened? The fear of death dissipating as you let go and let 

God instead of expecting so much of yourself to the point of perpetual 

disappointment? In an instant, you give up on all narratives that prevent you from 

changing and instead move to full reliance on God’s life-giving promises that 

include restoration, renewal, new life, new hopes, and new ways of being. Mary 

responded without assurance of the future and without regard for those who looked 

upon her.  Are we capable of such change? God in Christ certainly hopes so or 

what he’s done for us was all for not.   

 

Jesus changes in this our Gospel story as well.  He submits to a new norm to help 

teach us that challenging the status quo is not only ok but also encouraged. A few 

fellow theologians reminded me that men only anointed other men in biblical 

times. Samuel anointed Saul as the first king of Israel. Male priests anointed only 

male emperors. Anointing others, especially men, wasn’t exactly reserved for 

women. Yet, in our Gospel story, Mary lets down her hair to anoint Jesus’ feet--

and Jesus lets her!   

 

The scandalous nature of Mary letting down her long hair in front of a crowd of 

men is a whole other sermon in itself.  Be that as it may, Jesus was changing the 

rules here.  He changed the rules time and time again throughout Scripture to 



vouch for and include those who were left out, those who were vulnerable, and 

those who were and are preyed upon by the Judases of the world.  If you think God 

or Jesus never work to challenge corrupt and political systems of injustice and 

oppression--if you think God’s law and Christ’s mandates never evolved to 

confront the comfortability of those who take their positions and lots in life for 

granted--you haven’t awoken to the Gospel, God’s good news.  God continually 

changes. God adapts to contexts that continuously evolve. God puts people in our 

lives to help do this, including Jesus. Again, sending Jesus into the world was, in 

fact, a change of heart.  God did this to expand the circumference of welcome into 

the church body.  Upon the arrival of Christ, it expanded to include the whole 

world.   

 

Yet, going back to the beginning, we have these narratives that trap us into 

thinking God doesn’t change or that change is bad--narratives that prevent us from 

changing as God would have it. These narratives are often detrimental to the 

building up of relationships in community--relationships God has intended for the 

use of our own very sustenance in life.  

 

I don’t want what I’m saying to sound abstract, so let’s use my words to conjure a 

concrete life scenario. Picture yourself sitting across the table from a person whose 

background and life circumstances are totally different than your own. This person 

has grown up in a different context than you. This person has had a ton of life 

experiences different than yours and vice versa.  His or her life stories are those of 

hardship. This person has extended or shared these stories with you and they leave 

you shaken to the core.  

 

Enter God’s love and there you are now befriending this person, finding ways for 

your stories to intersect.  Rather than focusing on your differences, all of a sudden 

you’re leveling out with this person, you’re finding common ground while sharing 

any of your stories you consider hardship too.  A connection happens, a synergy--

the kind only the Spirit of God can catalyze and complete. Suddenly you feel 

compelled to advocate for this person and she, he, or they now feel compelled to 

advocate for you. Now you are standing side-by-side committed to each other in a 

way unexplainable. The world feels a little less scary, a little less alone. You walk 

away changed. Your perspectives have shifted and God is smiling due to your 

willingness to be born anew.   

 

Our willingness to sit across the table from people who are different than us is 

going to be the only balm or ointment in the world that will keep us from dying in 

vain with a stench that can never be covered up. God uses not only our Gospel 



story but the experiences and stories of others to change us. To experience the full 

effects of life and God’s love, we have to be willing to hear and empathize with the 

lives, stories, and experiences of others.   

 

So, similar to the children’s homework, I’m asking all of you this morning, to think 

of someone you’re aware of--someone you perhaps haven’t quite met on a one-to-

one basis. You’re curious about their life but you’ve been hesitant to invade their 

space.  Rather than continue to avoid them, break into their space similar to what 

Mary did. Invite them out to coffee or take them out to lunch. If you’re married, 

most of you are, do this as a couple. Like Mary, disregard the gazes and judgments 

of others and see if you can encounter God’s grace in this person. Let them 

encounter God’s grace in you. By doing this, you will help this person feel less 

alone, you will feel less alone, and the world will be all the richer for it.  We will 

always have the poor? Not necessarily, as long as we’re willing to extend ourselves 

outward.  

 

To be changed by God and neighbor, this is our Lenten calling as we turn the 

corner toward God’s Easter promises.  I hope many of you take me up on this 

assignment. I’ll be asking for a report next week. Until then, let us stand and sing 

of the many ways God sustains us day by day. Amen. 


