
March 13, 2016 

Lent 5 

Gospel: John 12:1-8 

Judas willfully misinterprets as waste Mary’s extravagant act of anointing Jesus’ feet with costly 

perfume. Jesus recognizes that her lavish gift is both an expression of love and an anticipation of his 

burial. 

1
Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he had raised from 

the dead. 
2
There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those at the table 

with him. 
3
Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped 

them with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 
4
But Judas Iscariot, one of 

his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said, 
5
“Why was this perfume not sold for three 

hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?” 
6
(He said this not because he cared about the poor, 

but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put into it.) 
7
Jesus 

said, “Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. 
8
You always 

have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.” 

 

Don’t you think some things are worth lavishing our best on? Can it sometimes be good to throw 

caution to the wind and, at least for the moment, to set aside our thrifty ways? 

My late father-in-law, who was like a dad to me, often said to us, “You only go this way once.” He 

liked nice things. Yet most of the time he was very frugal. He was a man of common sense, one of a 

family of nine, but he knew when it didn’t apply. (Like at a seafood dinner, or in a new car showroom.) 

In the gospel, Mary is lavish in anointing Jesus’ feet with an expensive perfumed ointment. The 

fragrant oil was worth almost a year’s wages to the average person. Judas complains that it is a waste, 

and that the money could have been better spent on feeding the poor. Of course, he is right, even 

though, as the text notes, he has no intention of helping anybody. (He is like the proverbial person who 

knows the price of everything, but the value of nothing.) 

Still, Jesus is more than right when he says that we will always have the poor with us; the world’s 

needs are indeed never-ending; but don’t worry, they will be there for you in the morning; for now you 

need me, Jesus, even more, lest you become wearied, spent and useless. (There is nothing worse than a 

joyless, dreary Christian who is a burnt out case.) 

So, Mary is lavish in her honoring Jesus. She seems to get it that there are situations in this troubled 

world that merit splurging. (Remember poor Ebenezer Scrooge who had to learn this the hard way with 

some nightmares?)  

(Albert Einstein had a sign posted in his office that said, "Not everything that counts can be counted, 

and not everything that can be counted counts." My accountant friends don’t like to hear this!) 

But what is it that Mary senses that the others in the story don’t quite understand? Life and death, that’s 

what. Or rather, that Jesus himself is at death’s door, and that one should indeed drop everything to 

recognize what is about to happen: his looming suffering and death. Mary sees the big picture. Her 

extravagant gift honors the Lord’s passion, his passage from death to new life. 

This hits home when we remember that Jesus has just raised their bother Lazarus from death to life 

(this is what triggers the plotting against Jesus), and just as there was that stench at his tomb so now a 

sweet fragrance anoints Jesus’ feet in promise of life coming out of death. And shortly we will hear of 

Jesus himself stooping down to wash his disciples’ feet, a gesture they barely comprehend. 

So, Mary is our teacher here, helping us accept and honor the fact that in this life we are always 

moving from death to life and from life to death. And this happens long before they take you out to the 

cemetery next door here at St. Matthew’s! From birth, it happens all the time—in small ways in 

everyday life where we experience loss and gain, failure and success, but hardly know what to make of 

the mystery.      

Last week my wife and I finally watched that popular movie of a few years ago called “The Bucket 

List.” You know what a bucket list is, don’t you? That’s a list of things you want to see, do or 

experience if you only have a short while to live. In the movie the characters played by Jack Nicholson 

and Morgan Freeman do some obvious things like get a tattoo, travel, dine out lavishly, go sky-diving, 

mountain climbing and visit a Tibetan monastery. 



But the most important things come at the end, when they reconcile, or attempt to do so, with estranged 

family members. When one of them finally dies, his newfound friend gives a moving eulogy at the 

memorial service. It isn’t heavy or depressing but peaceful and endearing. 

Mary’s gift is costly in human terms, but it is just right as a witness to what God has done in Jesus to 

save a lost world. When Jesus will wash his disciples’ feet next week, he will, in effect, draw them and 

the whole world into his life-giving death. In today’s gospel, it is as if the Lord uses Mary’s gift to him 

to begin drawing us into that same passion.   

Since Mary gives all that she has while she has the Lord with her, we might ask what would move us to 

offer such a lavish and intimate gift. Have we ever got so caught up in the moment with the Lord that 

we gave no thought to cost but can only give all that we have? Is this what the lavish grace and 

generosity of discipleship looks like? Is this what it smells like to be a Christian, “a fragrant offering 

and sacrifice to God” (Ephesians 5:2)? 

Dear friends, in the remaining days of this Lent and Holy Week, I urge you to set aside what the world 

calls common sense and instead to allow the fragrance of Christ’s sacrifice to draw you into that eternal 

life that is your inheritance as children of God. And then go in peace and serve the poor who even now 

wait outside your door. 

AMEN 

        Pastor John Bernsten 

 

 


