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In two weeks, it will be Easter Day! That means that today marks the 
beginning of last part of Lent, known in some circles as Passiontide. (When 
we talk about Jesus’ Passion, we don’t mean what he was really excited 
about – though I suppose we do also mean that – but we mean the 
suffering he underwent on our behalf.) What we read today from the 
gospels is the story of Mary and the perfume, and John is clear that what 
happened that day in Lazarus’ house was one of the events which was to 
lead directly to the powers that be seeking to have Jesus put to death. 

And what did happen that day? It was just a happy gathering of friends. A 
very happy gathering, because Jesus and his disciples were with Martha, 
Mary and Lazarus, and it wasn’t so long since Jesus had raised Lazarus 
from death, so it was bound to be a happy sort of occasion. Even if it wasn’t 
a direct celebration of Lazarus’ restoration, they couldn’t forget what had 
happened. John says that they gave a dinner for Jesus. Lazarus was at 
table with them, and Martha, as was her wont, served. 

You might expect Mary to serve too; probably Martha did have that 
expectation or hope. It was what women did at dinner parties. They didn’t 
sit around in gorgeous dresses sparkling with wit, but they remained in the 
background and served. That was just the culture. But Mary has always 
been just that bit different. She has not adhered to the traditional role too 
strictly. She, remember, was the one who defied tradition to sit at Jesus’ 
feet and learn from him, instead of serving him food. She didn’t think Jesus 
would mind (and he didn’t); she believed Jesus would rather teach her than 
be fed by her. She was right. 



I like to imagine Martha beginning to wonder where Mary has got to, and 
why she isn’t there to pour the potatoes (except that they wouldn’t have 
potatoes) and then catching sight of her going silently up to the table 
carrying her stone jar of perfumed lotion. And I imagine Martha rolling her 
eyes and thinking to herself “What is she up to now! And going to pour the 
potatoes herself. 

What Mary did was simple but complicated. She went up to Jesus and 
poured out her lotion over Jesus feet. She didn’t just use a little, enough to 
get a whiff of the perfume, but she poured and poured and went on pouring 
until the jar was empty. And then she unbound her hair – which a woman 
should never do in masculine presence - and wiped up the excess with it. 
Absolutely scandalous behaviour on Mary’s part! 

But,you might say, it was just a private party, so why did people worry 
about what Mary did? But the way that private parties worked in that time 
and place was that the table was set at the front of the house, at least 
semi-al fresco, and by-passers could see what was going on and could 
even hang around to listen to the conversation. When you gave a dinner in 
a formal manner, it was a way of showing your neighbours the honour that 
you wanted to give your friends. This dinner was given for Jesus, and it 
was in fact a semi-public expression of the Lazarus’ family’s respect for 
him. 

So, people would see the scandalous behaviour of Mary. People would see 
her unbind her hair,they would see her pour out her nard. They would smell 
it – overpoweringly – and they would talk. And Mary knew that. She knew 
that nard stood for richness of love, in giving and desire. She knew that no 
matter how rich the Lazarus’ family might be – and they probably were not 
the poorest of people: they could give a dinner for thirteen – no matter how 
rich they were, a pound of nard was a very extravagant thing to give. It 
would be the most costly thing that Mary owned, most likely, but she 
poured it all out for Jesus. 

The people watching would know more than that it was extravagant. They 
would 

remember – or one would and would begin to whisper to the rest – that 
such perfumed oil was used to anoint kings. Could this mean? Could it? 
Just possibly? And that was to be the rumour that was to lead directly to 
Jesus’ arrest. 

Mary just wanted to give her best to Jesus. It was a gift of gratitude. She 
was grateful for the restoration of her brother. She was grateful that Jesus 
saw her, she a woman, as worth spending time with and teaching. She 



almost certainly wasn’t thinking of how her act could be seen as a political 
one: after all, she had listened to Jesus, and she would know that he did 
not see his kingdom as being of this world. She simply wanted to give her 
best to show her gratitude. 

And if we learn nothing else from this story, we should learn that: Jesus is 
worth our best – our best efforts, our best times, our best possessions, our 
best love. Jesus, who has restored our lives, has redeemed us so that we 
can be children of God, living God’s eternal life in the here and now as well 
as in the hereafter; Jesus is worth our best. 

That is what Paul is talking about as well in his letter to the Philippians. He 
talks about the things which used to be of value to him: his birth and 
national heritage, his ideology, his education, and the zeal which he 
brought to expressing these things, even to the extent of persecuting the 
church. But, he says, anything that was of value he now regards well lost 
for the simple privilege, or as he calls it the “surpassing value” of knowing 
Jesus. All that was valuable he has learned to discount utterly, thinking of 
them as now being mere rubbish, to be got rid of, so long as he can be 
close to Christ. 

Mary gave to Jesus once, because once she had given her nard it was 
gone. Paul talks about always pressing and straining forward. What he is 
giving is something that needs work every day. Every day he has to 
remember not to rely on his past prides, and every day he has to remember 
to give his best to come close to Jesus. And what is true for Paul is true for 
us as well. 

Mary gave her one extravagant gesture – but of course it was not all she 
gave. She had already given her attention and with that nard was giving her 
love. Love, true love, does call forth extravagance in people. Parents give 
their children more than they can afford sometimes, because they want 
them to be happy. Couples in love spend beyond what is sensible on each 
other just because their love demands a telling gesture to give it 
expression. The way we love Jesus can be shown in both the what and the 
how of our giving. Do we give extravagantly – our substance, our time, our 
thoughts, our efforts? Do we give in time spent in prayer and meditation, 
and in giving to help others in his name? And do we give even though we 
might be misunderstood? 

Mary gave extravagantly, and then the whispering started. And more than 
whispering. Judas is quite open about his disapproval. He said that it was 
extravagant – and in that he was right. 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. 

And Judas said that it should have been sold, the money given to the poor. 
This is a tough one. Judas seems to be on the moral high ground here. But 
it is easy for the onlooker to decide how the giver should give, isn’t it? It is 
easy for those who do not know the love that is expressed by a radical 
giving to speak from envy. It is easy to condemn what you would never 
think of doing yourself. Mary must have been devastated by Judas’ words. 
If you had impetuously made a large and public gesture, wouldn’t you be 
devastated if you were told it was the wrong thing to do? 

But Jesus understands. And with his words he makes it better. Sitting 
there, streaming with nard, perfumed to high heaven when he might have 
been angry about that, feeling he had been made to look a fool, 
conspicuous, odd - he spoke up for Mary. “Leave her alone” he said. 
“Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my 
burial. You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.” 
Anointed for burial. It wasn’t how 

Mary had thought of it, maybe, but Jesus knew what was coming. As they 
sat at dinner celebrating Lazarus’ return to life, Jesus knew that his own life 
would soon be cut short. He heard it in Judas’ question. He saw it, maybe, 
in the glances and hard faces around. He knew already that in raising 
Lazarus he had signed his own death warrant. 

Mary’s passion was to show her love for and gratitude to Jesus. Jesus’ 
passion was to redeem the world. This was what he came to do, it was 
what really mattered to him, and it was the reason that he was prepared to 
suffer and die. We do not all have brothers who have been raised to life, as 
Mary did, but we have even more reason to love and be grateful to God: we 
have Jesus who went to his passion of suffering because of his passion of 
love for the world and for each person in it, then and ever. In these final 
weeks of Lent, as we prepare for Easter, let us see if our giving can be as 
extravagant as Mary’s, and let us watch in awe at the extravagant giving of 
God who in Jesus gave his very life for the world and the people he loves. 
Amen. 

 


