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Dihydrogen monoxide is a chemical compound that is responsible
for countless deaths every year. Dihydrogen monoxide, or DHMO, is a 
colorless, odorless liquid that is found in many items that we use 
literally every day. Also known as hydroxyl acid, DHMO is commonly 
used as an industrial solvent and cleaning agent, as well as a fire 
retardant. 

The greatest danger from DHMO is accidental ingestion of large 
amounts. But it poses other risks as well. In its solid form, DHMO can 
cause severe tissue damage. As a gas, it’s been known to cause 
potentially fatal burns. Recently, massive spills have resulted in 
hundreds of millions of dollars in damage. Yet DHMO continues to be 
found in many food products and is considered a vital part of 
agricultural production. Indeed, life on this planet is not possible 
without it.

For, as some of you have no doubt figured out, dihydrogen 
monoxide is simply one chemical name for the compound made up of 
two atoms of hydrogen and one atom of oxygen—that is, H2O. Water. 
For years, pranksters have taken advantage of the ominous sounding 
name to convince people that DHMO is a dangerous substance that 
should be banned or at least strictly regulated. On April 1, 2013, 
water officials in Lee County, Florida were inundated with calls from 
concerned residents after a couple of radio DJ’s warned listeners that 
dihydrogen monoxide was coming out of their taps. Local officials 
were not amused by the April Fools joke. The station issued an official
apology and suspended the DJ’s for a couple of days.

Of course, the truth is that water can be an extremely dangerous
substance. Just ask our neighbors in Nebraska who are still dealing 
with major flooding and its aftermath. On the other hand, lack of 
water can be even more dangerous. Just ask the residents of Flint, 
Michigan what it’s like to live without a reliable source of water.

The dangers of both too much water and too little water were 
well known by biblical writers. As desert dwellers, they were keenly 
aware of their dependence on water that was often scarce. And their 
lack of experience with the sea made large bodies of water pretty 
scary. Scripture thus uses water both as an image of grave danger 
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and of great blessing.
 At the very beginning of the Biblical narrative, water represents 

the chaos at the start of creation: “The earth was a formless void 
and ... a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.” (Genesis 
1:2) So one of the first things that God does to rein in this chaos is to
make a dome and separate “the waters that were under the dome 
from the waters that were above the dome.”(Genesis 1:7) A few 
chapters later, water becomes the instrument of judgment against 
humanity in the Great Flood.(Genesis 6:17) At the time of the 
Exodus, water stands as a barrier to the Israelites first as they flee 
Egypt(Exodus 14:1-12), then when they are ready to enter the 
Promised Land(Joshua 3:1). The prophet Jonah faces God’s judgment 
as he is cast into the stormy sea.(Jonah 1:11-15) And Jesus himself 
rescues the disciples from a similar storm on the Sea of Galilee.
(Matthew 8:23-26)

On the other hand, the creation account also describes this lush 
garden where “a stream would rise from the earth, and water the 
whole face of the ground.”(Genesis 2:6) Likewise, when the Israelites 
are wandering in the desert, they are sustained on more than one 
occasion by water miraculously flowing out of a rock.(Exodus 17:3-6; 
Numbers 20:2-11) The prophet Elijah prays for rain to end a long 
drought.(1 Kings 18:41-45) Jesus himself promises “living 
water...gushing up to eternal life.”(John 4:10-14) And the biblical 
narrative draws to a close with the vision of a New Jerusalem with 
“the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the 
throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the
city.”(Revelation 22:1-2)

Both of these images of water as a danger and as a blessing are 
found in today’s Old Testament text. The passage begins by invoking 
the sea as a barrier, and “might waters” as a powerful and destructive
force. It hearkens back to the time of the Exodus when God made a 
path through the sea for the Israelites, then overcame the great 
Egyptian army: “They lie down, they cannot rise, they are 
extinguished, quenched like a wick.”(v. 17) 

But then there is a surprising shift in the text as the prophet tells
the people. “Do not remember the former things, or consider the 
things of old.”(v. 18) It’s not that God wants the people to actually 
forget the Exodus. Rather, God is calling on them not to dwell in the 
past—not to focus on the dangers and threats that they have faced. 
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This is a message addressed to a people in exile. They have been 
forcibly removed from their homes and taken to a distant land. Their 
nation lies in ruins. Their temple has been destroyed.

What God is calling on them to do is to not wallow in these 
difficulties. Instead, they are invited to look ahead to a brighter future
—a future in which God is “about to do a new thing.”(v. 19) And in 
describing this “new thing,” the prophet once again draws on images 
of water. “Rivers in the desert” is a phrase used twice in this brief 
section.(v. 19-20) God also promises “water in the wilderness”(v. 20) 
and “drink to my chosen people.”(v. 20) 

Using contrasting images of dihydrogen monoxide, God thus 
invites the people to focus on the promise of the future rather than on
the dangers of the past. This is more than simply seeing the glass half
full or half empty. It is a matter of understanding the world from the 
perspective of threat and risk, or from the standpoint of grace and 
abundance. It is a matter of choosing to live in fear or to live in 
blessing.

Our New Testament text for today offers a similar contrast 
between two starkly different perspectives. The story line in our 
reading is a familiar one that is recorded in all four gospels. The basic 
outline goes like this in all four: 1)Jesus is at the table during a 
banquet. 2)A woman shows up and unexpectedly anoints him with 
some very expensive ointment. 3)Objections to this act are raised. 
And 4)Jesus defends the woman's actions. There are some significant 
differences in the accounts, including whose house Jesus is in and 
what exactly people are objecting to. But those four main points are 
the same. John, however, is the only one to identify by name both the
woman and the person who objects to what she does. He is likewise 
the only narrator to explicitly provide motives to both of these 
characters. 

According to John, the woman in this story is Mary, the sister of 
Martha and Lazarus. We are likely most familiar with Mary from the 
story in Luke about Jesus' visit to her home when Mary sits at his feet
while her sister, Martha, is busily doing the sorts of things that a good
hostess is supposed to do.(Luke 10:38-42) John introduces Mary in 
the chapter immediately before today's text as the sister of Jesus' 
dear friend, Lazarus. Mary is grieving deeply over her brother’s death 
when she first encounters Jesus. She tells him, “Lord, if you had been
here, my brother would not have died”(John 11:32) Her tears for 
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Lazarus deeply move Jesus, leading to the well-known shortest verse 
in the Bible, “Jesus wept.”(John 11:35, NIV) Then, of course, Jesus 
calls Lazarus forth from the tomb, bringing life to a corpse that has 
been in the ground already for four days. And Mary must have been 
overjoyed.

Our story today takes place shortly after this great miracle. At 
most, three months have passed since the resurrection of Lazarus 
when Jesus returns to Bethany to share a meal with his friends there. 
Lazarus himself is seated at the table. Martha is once again busy 
acting as hostess. And into this typical family scene comes Mary 
carrying a bottle of very expensive perfume; and she proceeds to 
pour its contents onto Jesus' feet and then wipes them with her hair.

Now, this is a very shocking act. In the first place, the perfume 
itself is outrageously costly.  This one bottle, about a pint, cost as 
much as a typical laborer of the time would have earned in an entire 
year. That would be equivalent to about $20,000-$30,000 today. And 
she doesn't use it sparingly, either. John tells us that "The house was 
filled with the fragrance of the perfume."(v.3)

Perhaps as shocking as the lavishness of this act is the fact that 
Mary takes down her hair to wipe Jesus' feet. In those days, the only 
women who took their hair down in public were prostitutes. No self-
respecting woman would let herself be seen this way. Yet Mary does.

Mary responds to Jesus' presence in her home in these shocking 
ways because of what Jesus has done for her. He had brought her 
brother, Lazarus, back to life. And because of what Jesus has done for
Mary, she wants to do something outrageous for him, something that 
goes well beyond common courtesy, something totally unexpected. 
That's why she buys such ridiculously expensive perfume and bathes 
his feet in it. And that's why she debases herself by taking down her 
hair and wiping those feet off.  

It’s no wonder, then, that the observers of this event are 
scandalized by it. In John’s account, it is Judas who puts their 
objections into words: “Why was this perfume not sold for three 
hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?”(v. 5) It seems like
a reasonable question, doesn't it? It sounds, in fact, like something 
that could be heard at a Mennonite gathering: “Why did we spend so 
much money on this project? Just think of all the good that could 
have been done with those funds.”

John, however, is very quick to point out, through the benefit of 
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hindsight, that Judas is not really concerned for the poor. He has 
actually been pilfering money from the treasury of which he had 
charge.(v. 6) So his concern is really for himself, not for the poor.

Jesus' response to Judas, then, is a powerful one: “Leave her 
alone!(v. 7) She's not doing anything wrong. What she has done is 
good and right.” Then Jesus makes a statement that is no doubt one 
of his most misunderstood sayings: “You always have the poor with 
you.”(v.8) This is likely a paraphrase of part of Deuteronomy 15:11. 
The full verse actually reads, “Since there will never cease to be some
in need on the earth, I therefore command you, 'Open your hand to 
the poor and needy neighbor in your land.'” 

By quoting from the first part of the verse—“You will always have
the poor”—Jesus is implying the second part—“Therefore open your 
hand to them.” In other words, he is really saying, “You know there 
have always been poor people. What have you done about them so 
far?” Something that gets lost in our English translations is that the 
word "You" is plural. So Jesus is addressing not only Judas, but the 
rest of his disciples—including those of us who weren’t present at the 
table that evening, but are merely reading about it in the text.

So on the one hand we have Mary, who is so grateful to Jesus for
what he has done that she does something shocking and outrageous. 
And on the other hand we have Judas, who in spite of his own greed 
and deception makes a very rational argument. One does some very 
questionable things but has completely pure motives. The other says 
all the right things but for all the wrong reasons. One is preparing 
unknowingly for Jesus' death by anointing him for burial in advance. 
The other prepares for the same event by knowingly and willfully 
handing him over to his enemies. One responds out of her 
understanding of grace and abundance and blessing. The other acts 
out of his perspective of fear and threat and danger.

Our choice is the same as theirs. We can choose to react out of 
our anxieties against the perceived risks around us. Or we can choose
to live in a sense of gratitude and promise. We can dwell in the 
brokenness of our past. Or we can look to the bright future with new 
hope. We can worry about the menacing terrors of dihydrogen 
monoxide. Or we can accept the gift of God’s living water—the cup of 
refreshment that restores our souls.

 As Isaiah declares, “Thus says the LORD, who makes a way in 
the sea, a path in the mighty waters, who brings out chariot and 
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horse, army and warrior; they lie down, they cannot rise, they are 
extinguished, quenched like a wick: 

 Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of 
old. 

 I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not 
perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the 
desert. 
 The wild animals will honor me, the jackals and the ostriches; for
I give water in the wilderness, rivers in the desert, to give drink to my
chosen people, the people whom I formed for myself so that they 
might declare my praise.”

So I ask this morning, “Who will see the new work of God 
today?” 


