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Today’s gospel comes from the 12th chapter of John. 

 

Fun fact: Chapter 12 … it comes just after chapter 11, and just before chapter 13.  

 

That may be obvious, but the importance would be hard to overstate. The smell of death 

surrounds this dinner party at the home of Lazarus and his sisters, Martha and Mary.  

 

In the previous chapter, we heard of Lazarus’ fatal illness. And we heard of Jesus arriving late, 

too late to save him. So, Lazarus died. And they laid his body in a tomb. Jesus came four days 

too late, and he asked to be taken to where they had laid his body. And then Jesus asked some 

of those standing by to remove the stone from the entrance to the tomb. But Martha objected. In 

the wonderful language of the King James Version, she complained, “Lord, by this time he 

stinketh.” I cannot help but wonder if the stink still clings to him, even in life. Does Lazarus 

stinketh still? 

 

But even if not literally true of Lazarus, I wonder if one could have smelled the fear present in 

the room that evening. When Jesus first heard that Lazarus had taken ill, his disciples cautioned 

him not to go there. It was dangerous, they said. They reminded him that the authorities had 

tried to stone him the last time he was in that part of the country. But Jesus persisted. He loved 

the sisters, and he loved Lazarus, and so, although he waited two more days, he did go. And 

Thomas, understanding the recklessness, said, “Let us go also, that we may die with him.”  

 

That’s chapter 11. John ends that chapter ominously. Caiaphas, the high priest, spoke for the 

other leaders, saying it would be better for this one man, Jesus, to die. And they put the word 

out to let them know his whereabouts. Could one smell fear in the room? 

 

Our reading today tells us that this dinner party happens six days before Passover. After 

today’s dinner party, Jesus will head straight to Jerusalem, riding on a donkey. Crowds will 

wave palm branches and shout “Hosanna!” That’s still chapter 12, but it all sets the stage for 

chapter 13.  

 

And in chapter 13, on the eve of Passover, Jesus will gather with his closest friends for another 

dinner party, the one we call the “Last Supper.” And Judas – present at this dinner in Bethany – 

will be there for that meal, too, of course. But he’ll leave early … only to return later, this time 

with soldiers and chief priests and others who will arrest Jesus. Does his betrayal leave a scent? 

 

The stink of death. The smell of fear. The scent of betrayal. I think this is the aroma of that meal.  
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And then along comes Mary.  

 

She breaks open a jar of costly perfume and anoints Jesus’ feet. And she fills the house with the 

fragrance of the perfume. It lodges into every nook and cranny. It infuses the floorboards. It 

seeps into the curtains, the woodwork, the cushions they all rested upon. The fragrance is 

everywhere. It overwhelms the aroma that had filled the room before. And it smells of love.  

 

Unrestrained love. Extravagant love. Excessive love. Abundant love. 

 

If that makes sense to you, then there’s nothing more to say. The love she expresses must be felt, 

smelled, tasted, and seen. If it makes sense to you that a love like this – a love strong enough to 

confront the stink of death, the smell of fear, the scent of betrayal – must be expressed in more 

than empty words, then I have nothing more I need say.  

 

But maybe that doesn’t make sense. After all, it makes no sense to Judas. That’s what he says. 

He objects to the prodigious waste.  

 

But Judas, it’s clear, is not one to be trusted. And Jesus rebukes his resistance. And maybe ours. 

 

“Leave her alone,” Jesus says first.  

 

Jesus said something similar back in chapter 11. After Lazarus came stumbling out of the tomb, 

Jesus spoke to those looking on, saying, “Unbind him, and let him go.” It’s lost to us in 

translation, but that’s precisely the same word in chapter 12 when Jesus says, “Leave her alone.” 

With Lazarus, Jesus says that a box will no longer hold him. And as before, Jesus now tells 

Judas that a box of propriety will not contain Mary: let her be, let her live and breathe. 

 

Jesus was always in that business. You may recall what Luke told us about Mary and her sister 

Martha. Luke and John don’t typically see things quite the same, but they both tell us about 

times when Jesus visits women named Mary and Martha. And they sound like the same two. 

Martha serves. Mary, quite contrary, sits at the feet of Jesus. 

 

In Luke’s account, Martha got agitated, thinking Mary was behaving inappropriately. She 

should have been helping in the kitchen. She had no place sitting at the feet of the teacher. But 

Jesus didn’t take Martha’s side. He rebuked her instead, saying: 

‘Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; there is need 

of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away 

from her.’ 

 

In effect, he told her to leave Mary alone. “Don’t box her in. Propriety will not contain her. Nor 

will I. Let her be. Let her live and breathe. Let her love as she has loved.” 

 

All of this is wrapped up, I think, in Jesus’ first word to Judas: “Leave her alone.” 
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Jesus goes on to say something more. And I suspect we may find it unsettling: “You always 

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

 

There are two things I want to say about this. First of all, it should be abundantly clear by now 

that Judas (as John tells the tale) is not to be trusted. He is not concerned about the poor. He’s 

concerned about what he can pocket. Judas’ feigned concern for other is what Jesus rebukes. It’s 

been said that the only thing worse than not caring about the poor is pretending to care for them. 

 

The second point to be made is that Jesus’s words give us no permission to turn a blind eye to 

poverty. The dinner guests – and Judas in particular – would know what Jesus was up to. He 

quotes a verse from Deuteronomy. And they all could have finished the passage on their own: 

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.” 

 

As long as you live, Jesus is saying, you’ll never run out of opportunities to serve those in need. 

 

And indeed, this is one of those opportunities. Mary sees it. She gets it. And she responds. And 

Jesus will not let Judas take away from her gift or her example. 

 

It’s a gift first, I think.  

 

Mary knows something, it seems, that only Jesus also knows, namely that he is going to 

Jerusalem next to die. Everybody else should have known. Everybody should have understood, 

but perhaps you’ll remember how the disciples were always stubbornly reluctant to accept this 

unwelcome news. But Mary knows. And she doesn’t wait to give her gift of lavish love. 

According to the customs of the day, you wash the feet of the living, you anoint the feet only of 

the dead. Mary pours the perfume, preparing his body for burial, while he's still alive.  

 

And maybe Jesus needs what she gives him. Palm Sunday is next week for us. It was the next 

day for him. And so, we are coming to the end of Jesus’ ministry … and the end of life, too. In 

chapter 13, Jesus will share another dinner with his closest disciples, but Mary, it seems, won’t 

be there. Not for the foot-washing, not for the lengthy prayer Jesus prays for the disciples, not 

for his final solitary prayer in the garden, not for his arrest.  

 

If there was ever a time Jesus needed to know he is loved, this may have been it. “Just this 

once,” he may have thought, “let someone look after me, because my time is running out.” That 

is a gift that Jesus will not let Judas take from him. Nor the example she gives for all to see. 

 

Whether Jesus needs the gift she gives for himself, everyone looking on needs the example she 

offers. Barbara Brown Taylor says it’s a prophetic act, her anointing: 
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There will be nothing economical about this man's death, just as there has been 

nothing economical about his life. In him, the extravagance of God's love is made 

flesh. In him, the excessiveness of God's mercy is made manifest.  

This bottle will not be held back to be kept and admired. This precious substance 

will not be saved. It will be opened, offered and used, at great price. It will be 

raised up and poured out for the life of the world, emptied to the last drop. 

Before that happens, Jesus will gather his friends together one last time. At 

another banquet, around another supper table, with most of the same people 

present, Jesus will strip, tie a towel around his waist, and wash his disciples' feet. 

Then he will give them a new commandment: Love one another, as I have loved 

you.  

… a few will watch him working on their feet and remember Mary bending 

over his feet like that -- the prophet Mary -- who knew how to respond to Jesus 

without being told, the one who acted out his last, new commandment before he 

ever said it. i 

 

And perhaps then they’ll understand that love is more than words we say. It’s what we do in 

this life, so long as we are still living. And we dare not hold back. Jan Richardson offers a 

blessing for the occasion, a very brief, but poignant “Blessing of Balm”: 

When we see 

the body of Christ 

still broken in this world, 

may we meet it 

with lavish grace 

and pour ourselves out 

with extravagant love. ii 

 

As before, Mary chooses the better part six days before Passover. She anoints the feet of Jesus 

with perfume to overcome the stench of decay, with love stronger than death. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i Barbara Brown Taylor @ https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/5d9b820ef71918cdf2002928/the_prophet_mary. 

ii Jan Richardson @ https://paintedprayerbook.com/2012/03/31/day-34-anointed/. 

https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/5d9b820ef71918cdf2002928/the_prophet_mary
https://paintedprayerbook.com/2012/03/31/day-34-anointed/

