
March 3, 2022.   Rev. Katheryn McGinnis 

Let us pray, 

Holy God, we humbly approach your Word today. Help us not only to hear the message you 
intend for us, but to embody your Word in our daily lives and action. Amen. 

Our scripture for this morning comes from the gospel of John, chapter 12, verses 1 through 8. 
Listen now for the word of the lord. 

Six days before the Passover, Jesus came to Bethany, to 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.” 

The word of the lord. Thanks be to God. 

This story from John is a simply beautiful rendition of Jesus’ anointing that happens right before 
the passion begins. 

It occurs in the home of Lazarus and his sisters Martha and Mary - those whom John tells us 
that Christ loves - and its beauty is rooted in the added layer of intimacy and trust that these 
close relationships bring. 

In just the previous chapter is the long, emotionally charged narrative of Lazarus’ death.  

Jesus weeps, both Martha and Mary ask why didn’t Jesus come sooner to save Lazarus, Martha 
declares Jesus to be the Messiah, and Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead.  

It’s intensity, again, comes from the love Jesus has for this family, and they for him.  

So here at this dinner in Lazarus’ home - there must have been an added layer of joy and love 
and trust just in Lazarus’ very living presence among them -yet, at the same time, a very real 
reminder of death. Of the death that is yet to come. 

Thus, after a night of food and fellowship in the home of those whom he loves - Mary, a woman 
whom he loves - takes out a jar of perfume so expensive that it would have cost nearly a year’s 
salary, and begins to pour it over Jesus’s feet. 

Now, just take a minute, and imagine the overwhelming smell that must have immediately filled 
the home. An entire jar’s worth of smell.  

Some are more sensitive to smell, and specifically perfume, than others. So perhaps some of us 
could not have even been able to stay in the room, the smell was that great. 

Smell is a powerful sense. Perhaps you even have your own favorite smell.  



It can alter our mood - whether using essential oils or scented candles - a lot of us use these 
smells to relax and wind down, make a place feel like home, even help us fall asleep. 

There are some things we smell that instantly bring us back to a time or place - the smell of an 
evergreen tree to remind us of Christmas, the smell of your favorite flower, the smell of your 
favorite food being cooked, the smell of cookies in the oven.  

Familiar smells that we attach memories and people and places too. 

There are also those smells that are hard to describe, yet we recognize them immediately. The 
smell of our childhood home or any specific place we love. We remember how it smells. 

Each of us all have our own unique and distinct smell.  

You borrow a jacket from a loved one and you put it on a smile because it smells like them. 

Thus, the smell of perfume filling the home is no small detail. It was a sensory and lingering 
reminder of the extravagance laid out on Jesus’ feet. A reminder of his impeding death - a death 
foretold, but that only Mary understood was about to happen.  

She understood because there were two types of anointing in Jesus’s time - an anointing for 
coronation, and an anointing for burial.  

Kings were anointed on their heads, those being buried anointed on their feet.  

Jesus, Christ the King, was anointed by Mary not on his head but his feet - a sign that Jesus was 
unlike any earthly king, he was a king whose glory rest in his death. A death that Mary knew 
was coming soon. 

But in the room that night, only Mary understood, and because she understood, she gave 
extravagantly, so abundantly, it didn’t seem to make any sense,  which Judas is quick to point 
out. 

Why waste that money on perfume when it could go to the poor??  Yet, John wastes no time in 
knowing that Judas was not thinking of the poor, but really for himself. But, regardless, it seems 
a valid question to ask.  Why give extravagantly on something so fleeting, something that 
vanishes in an instant.  

Mary leaves us in wonder.  Wondering why, even if she knew of Christ’s death, would she 
spend so much money on something so little? Something gone in an instant? 

It doesn’t add up, it isn’t rational, for surely we could make that money go so much further if 
we donated it to a worthy cause or invested it back in the church, surely that is more important 
than perfume. 

But Mary leaves us in wonder. When did we loose our gift to wonder? 

I feel incredibly blessed to have had the opportunity to attend my conference last week. A 
conference designed specifically for first call pastors. It was a week of solidarity and support 
and fellowship and so much more.  

One of the many wonderful things about that conference was that we had chapel each day, 
sometimes twice a day. And the chapel was beautiful.  



It was small space, but the chapel itself was tall and striking. It’s front and back walls were all 
glass, so as you looked at the table at the front of the chapel you saw the forest, God’ creation. 

One night during chapel, Revelation chapter 22 verse 5 was read: “And there will be no more 
night; they need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign 
forever and ever.” 

As I heard those words, I looked out and saw the darkness of night, I looked up and saw the 
lamps, the artificial lights, lighting up the chapel contrasting with the darkness of the night… 
and I found myself beginning to just wonder…what would this moment - a moment of night 
and lamp light look like if there was no more night, no more need of light from the lamp or the 
sun?  

What would it look like right now for God to be our light. 

Would God light up the room much like the sun or the lamp - or would it be a new light 
entirely? 

Would the light shine from within us and illumine the room - as the holy spirit is within each 
and every one of us? 

I didn’t reach an answer…I just wondered. And I realized I hadn’t wondered in a long time.  

What would this story have looked like if Judas just wondered? Wondered over the power of 
anointing, wondered how God might use this extravagant act even if it was fleeting - for is 
God’s power restricted to only working through generosity and extravagance that we deem as 
rational? As logical? Or does God wonder? 

I wonder what Lazarus and Martha thought. They don’t seem to realize what Mary does - that 
Christ is about to die, yet they know the power of Christ.  

In chapter 11, Martha declares to Jesus “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son 
of God, the one coming into the world.” 

Did this allow her to wonder all the ways God might work through this extravagance, this 
abundance?  

Or did they, too, follow Judas’ perceived logic. Whatever their thoughts were, we don’t know.  

But we do know how Jesus responded to Judas. He tells Judas to leave her alone - for Mary 
bought it for his burial.  

Then he says something which seems quite odd and out of place for Jesus.  He says, “You 
always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.” 

Unfortunately, this verse has often been used as an excuse or justification to not give to the poor 
- for Christ says that no matter what we do, there will always be the poor. 

But here Jesus is actually quoting from a passage in Deuteronomy chapter 15, verse 11, which 
in its full states:  “For the poor will never cease out of the land; therefore I command you, you 
shall open wide your hand to the needy and to the poor, in the land.” 

Jesus will not be with them much longer, but the poor will - so give to them extravagantly.  



Or better stated by Ethicist and theologian Stanley Hauerwas - “The poor that we always have 
with us is Jesus. It is to the poor that all extravagance is to be given.” 

Jesus here is stating that in this one act, Mary and her extravagance is modeling true 
discipleship - to give abundantly to Christ in wonder. 

Thus Judas and us all, are to follow in her steps and give to the poor as extravagantly and 
abundantly as the perfume that filled the room - for that is where Christ is. 

It’s after this story that Jesus rides into Jerusalem, is arrested, and then crucified.  

Thus it’s fitting to read this story on the last Sunday before the passion begins. In the burial 
anointing, it is the last reminder of what is to come before it all begins. 

But in this story is also a powerful reminder that death is not the end. In chapter 11, when Jesus 
finally shows up to raise Lazarus from the dead, before Martha moves the stone from the Tomb, 
she tells Jesus: “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead four days.” 

The smell of death.  But in the smell of death we have hope in Christ’s resurrection.  

That in Christ, death is not the end. For when Lazarus died, the smell was foul - a reminder of 
earthly death.  

Yet as Christ prepares to die, the smell of death in Christ is an abundance of expensive perfume 
- a reminder of the costly death that is to come, yet also a reminder of the abundance that this 
death will bring.  

A reminder that even in death - Christ gives to mankind extravagantly and abundantly.So strong 
was the perfume, that we might even imagine that the smell lingered on him still while we was 
on the cross.  

And perhaps as he was on the cross, he smelled that perfume and thought of the love that Mary 
had for him - a reminder of the love that is possible in humanity - a love that he modeled for us. 

It’s a beautiful story - this anointing of Christ by Mary in a home of those he loves. So powerful 
that it touches even our senses and leaves us in wonder.  

For what a love rooted in wonder is this - that true discipleship could be modeled in something 
as ridiculous a bottle of perfume - but, when poured out on Christ’s feet - could be a reminder to 
us all of how Christ call us to live a life rooted in Christ. 

Amen. 


