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Now that I look back on that day, the pivotal day in my life, the best day, I wonder how I dared.  

How did I dare go into the house of a man who had not invited me, who would not invite me, into 

the company of men dining, which is no place for a woman.  How did I dare do even that, far less 

do what more I did?  How did I dare do such a thing in public?  And yet it was because it was 

that house, belonging to that man that I dared.  What gave me hope, gave me courage, almost 

gave me the inspiration was his location.  Jesus was in the house of Simon the leper.  Simon was 

not a leper now, of course, or he couldn't be in his house, in Jerusalem.  But still, even though the 

priests said he was clean, the reputation, the rumours the fears and shameful name still sticks.  He 

will be Simon the leper all his days.  And always people will ask "What if he isn't really cured?  

What if I catch it?"  To be a cured leper is better than being an outcast, but still it is not easy.  

People wonder.  They don't forget.  Whatever your former leprosy, your former stigma, your 

former sin or reputation, people don't forget.  They pass by on the other side of the street.   They 

bring it up in conversation, whispered behind your back.  They delight to remember.  It was like 

that then, and people have not changed since.   People made polite excuses to decline Simon's 

invitations.  But not Jesus. He sat, reclined at table, completely at ease in Simon the leper's house.  

And that, as I say, gave me courage.  He had not rejected Simon; he might not reject me. 

What I did is known.  I entered the house, came up behind Jesus and  poured costly ointment of 

nard on his head.  I went to the inner part of my poor home and took my most treasured, most 

valuable thing; the most beautiful object I had ever called my own: the pure, smooth, translucent 

alabaster jar; the heady rich, exotic, sensual fragrance; the wonderfully smooth, satiny texture of 

the oils that combined to make the ointment.  It stood for richness, of beauty, of possessions - I 

had long wanted to use the stuff myself, but had found no appropriate time or occasion, nothing 

that was worth no longer having the jar and its contents intact.  It stood for for richness of love, in 

giving and desire.  It meant all that and more to me, and I poured it all out for him.  I know it was 

not usual, it was a strange act.  But it was what I had, the very best, and I wanted to give my best.   

I had heard him speak, you see, and seen him with others: tender with the sick and distressed, 

challenging and clever with the devious and double-tongued.  I was only a woman, I remained at 

the back of the crowd.  But I saw and I thought and I liked it.  I did more than like it, I loved it 

and loved him for what I saw.  I loved him because in him I could see that I might find 

acceptance - by Jesus, but more, by his community, his friends and followers who were learning 

from him, and by God himself.  I thought all that, and yet I did not think it through quite like that 

either.  Not then.  Much of the thinking has come since as I try to explain to myself and my 

outraged family why I did it.  At the time it was as much impulse and instinct as anything else.  I 

wanted to give my best.  



Abraham was willing to give his best beloved son,  when he went through the  preliminaries for 

sacrifice.   Hannah gave her longed-for son up to God’s service, so that she was denied his 

presence day by day.  I had no son to give, to send to follow Jesus. But I had my alabaster jar and 

what was in it.  As I poured it out and the wonderful heady fragrance was released, so much more 

powerful than when it was kept sealed in the jar.  And as its waves of perfume filled the room, 

the house, drifted into the street, I realised that it had been made to be poured out, not to be kept 

and hoarded.  And suddenly I thought of the offering of incense in the temple, the incense which 

recalls God’s presence.  And I wondered.  I still wonder just what I was doing and for whom.  It 

was the supreme moment of my life - briefly. 

And then they began to react.  They said that it was extravagant.  Extravagant!  Well of course it 

was. It was meant to be extravagant.  Sometimes only the extravagant gesture will do, will say 

what needs to be said.  Ask any lover, spouse, parent who has given beyond sense and expense.  

It was mine to give though, and why should they question my action?   

Then I heard what they were whispering.  They said that it should have been sold, the money 

given to the poor.  And my heart sank to the soles of my feet.  My stomach turned over and I 

thought I would be sick.  Of course they were right.  Of course that would have been a better way 

to please Jesus.  It would have shown that I had listened and learned from what he taught, that I 

was acting like a follower, putting his teaching into action, giving all I had for the sake of others.  

Of course I had done the wrong thing.  How quickly the supreme moments of life can be torn 

away from us by the comments of others.  I lost my simple joy, I was hurt, I was so confused.   

And then, all at once, he made it better, better even than it was before.  He spoke up for me - 

Jesus.  Sitting there, streaming with ointment - I suppose he might have been angry about that, he 

could have felt I had made him look a fool, conspicuous, odd - he spoke up for me.  “Leave her 

alone” he said - I will never forget what he said.  “Leave her alone, why do you trouble her?  She 

has done a good service for me.  For you always have the poor with you, and you can show 

kindness to them whenever you wish, but you will not always have me.  She has done what she 

could; she has anointed my body beforehand for its burial.  Truly I tell you wherever the good 

news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.” 

So they let me alone.  In fact so much did they let me alone that no one even asked who I was, 

what was my name, where I had come from. I went away. I had done what I came for, given my 

gift, and been given a gift more precious in return: Jesus’ protection, approval, understanding.  I 

had been given a new and puzzling idea to think over: that I had anointed his body beforehand for 

its burial.  I had no idea then - how could I - that that burial was so near at hand.  I did not know 

that when he died, just days later, there would be not time to do the proper things for his body 

before it was placed in the tomb.  I did not know that when his other friends came to do the 

anointing days later they would find that their ministrations were no longer needed.   

Anointed beforehand for burial. Jesus knew what was coming.  He heard it in the questions asked 

about my action.  Saw it, maybe, in the glances and hard faces around.  As I left, I saw one of the 

twelve slip out behind me.  At first I thought he wanted to speak to me, but when I held back 

waiting for him to catch up with me, he turned down a close.  Later I learned it was Judas, going 

to betray his master.  I learned that my action had set off a train of consequences, had maybe even 

brought things to a head sooner than might otherwise have happened.  But he said I had anointed 

beforehand for burial,  I think he knew what was coming and, at least at that moment, welcomed 



it coming sooner, not dragging on. 

He said that I would be remembered.  But I am not.  You do not even know my name, although 

different names have been given me, and I am not going to tell it now.  Because what is 

remembered is what I did.  I am “The woman who poured the ointment.”  I am what I did. When 

you have love to show Jesus, to show God, his Father, how will you, how do you do it?  I could 

have shown it in giving to the poor: I just didn’t think of that then.  I could have shown it in 

learning to live in charity with others, even when I was misunderstood. I could have shown it in 

devoting my life to telling his story, repeating his words.  But I showed it in my giving. It is the 

act which is remembered, it is the love which I had to show which is remembered.  I would not 

change that. It is the best of me, and who could ask for more? 

Amen 


