
John 12:1-8   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, and 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." 
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Renown Preacher Maxie Dunnam tells of visiting “…an art show that featured a unique 

introduction.  The entry area of the gallery featured what appeared at first to be four paintings.  

Actually the paintings were on mirrors and as you looked at each of them, it was your mirrored 

image reflecting back that became dominant.  It was an imaginative statement about the nature of 

art.  It was an invitation to enter the paintings—to let art intersect with and impact our lives. 

[adapted from “A Gallery of Mirrors” by Maxie Dunnam, www.Sermons.com.] 

I remember going to the Chicago Museum of Art in grade school, and without question, my 

favorite thing—even way back then—was a huge painting on canvas by Georges Seurat entitled A 

Sunday Afternoon on the Isle of La Grande Jatte.  There was something about that painting that 

connected with my life.  It wasn’t a painting to take in as you walked by.  I studied it – the musician 

and the rowing team and the woman feeding the ducks and the prominent couple with a monkey on 

a leash and the soldiers and the day-laborer, and the lovers stealing an embrace.  And I remember 

how my eyes were drawn to the little girl in a white dress walking with her mother beneath a 

parasol, quietly taking in the beauty of summer day in Paris.  For a few moments in time, I was 

transported to the banks of the Seine in 1884.  I always thought it might be fun to write a short story 

based on the painting and give the characters names and relationships and backgrounds.  The 

painting not only invited me into its world; it touched mine.  And still today, when I study that 

piece, I am a carefree child delighting in the sunshine of summer Sunday afternoon.   

Sometimes scripture functions like great art—it uses words to paint a picture—one that 

invites us in, one that intersects with and impacts our own lives.  This morning’s gospel lesson is 

one of those stories.  You see it, can’t you?  It’s a typical middle-eastern home, built roughly in a U-

shape, with a courtyard in the center.  The kitchens run along one side, the sleeping quarters along 

the other, the main room at the back, and in the cool of the evening, the family and their guests 

gather to eat outside.  The table is low to the ground, and the guests sort of recline around it as the 

eat.  It’s a very relaxed way to go about things—one that fosters togetherness and savoring the 

flavors of the meal.  There may be a fire going in the firepit, stars sparkling overhead, wine, roasted 

lamb, laughter and banter.  They’re celebrating, you see, because Lazarus, who was dead, has 

returned to life.  The whole town in a-buzz with the wonder of it all. 
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As is Mary.  You remember her, right?  She’s the one who sat at Jesus’ feet with the men to 

learn while her sister Martha was slaving away in the kitchen.  Martha didn’t like that too much, but 

she came to understand.  Mary is the one who, in John 11, just before today’s passage, was 

inconsolable after her brother Lazarus died.  Martha got up from her mourning and went to meet 

Jesus at the outskirts of town, demanding answers and explanations, but not Mary.  Mary stayed at 

home and wept with the other mourners.  Where Martha is far more likely to make careful, sensible, 

reasonable decisions, Mary wears her emotions on her sleeve. 

So you can imagine how she felt when her beloved brother comes stumbling out of the tomb 

after being dead four days, still wrapped up in his grave-clothes, blinking at the sun.  They take him 

home alive, and Mary senses that something incredible has just happened.  She goes to her room, 

maybe she pries up the floorboard that been nailed down for years, and digs a secret treasure from 

its hiding place beneath.  In his commentary on the text, Leonard Sweet notes that the gift she 

brings is called spikenard—a “…favorite perfume of antiquity.  It got its name from the spike-like 

shape of the root and spiny stem of the herb plant that was found high up in the Himalayan 

Mountains. The Greeks and Romans loved the smell of this rare oil so much they willingly paid the 

expense of having nard shipped long distances.  The best spikenard was imported from India in 

sealed alabaster boxes.”  [adapted from “Can You Smell the Perfume?” by Leonard Sweet, 

www.Sermons.com]  I can’t fathom how she came by it.  Maybe it was an heirloom of the family.  

Maybe an investment to protect their earnings.  Maybe they were wealthy.  We don’t really know.  

What we do know is that it was worth 300 denarii.  Since one denarius is the equivalent of an 

average day’s earnings in that time, we can get a sense of just what kind of value we’re talking 

about here—nearly a year’s salary.  She takes it to the courtyard where Jesus is feasting with friends 

and companions, breaks open the seal, and pours out the entire contents of the box onto Jesus’ feet, 

massaging that precious oil into the callouses, corns, and cracks of feet that walked everywhere in 

the dusty, arid climate of Israel.  Jesus’ feet would have been softer and smoother than a baby’s 

when she was done.   

But think about it:  a pound of oily perfume onto one person’s feet?  She used her hair to 

wipe his feet, but even so, I think he’d slip around in his sandals!  I don’t know how he’d walk 

anywhere after that for a day or two.  And even messaging it in and wiping with her hair, there’d be 

a puddle of it left on the stones in the yard.  You’d have smelt that perfume clear down the street.  

In the immediate vicinity, the fragrance would have been so strong, it would burn a person’s 

nostrils.  It would be in every breath, permeating one’s clothing, affecting the taste of the food.  It’d 

be there for weeks, if not months.  Where once Martha had warned Jesus against opening her 

brother’s tomb, lest the stench of death overwhelm them, it is now the sweet fragrance of life, love, 

gratitude, and devotion that lingers in the house.  When was the last time gratitude welled up in 

you?  Can you sense what she feeling?  Can you see it, feel it?  Where does her life intersect yours? 

Well, there was one who couldn’t seem to sense what Mary was experiencing.  That was 

Judas.  But before you write him off as the bad guy, step into his picture for a moment.  Now, John 

seems to think it’s vital that we know Judas was stealing from the common purse and cared nothing 

for the poor.  That’s really unfair, and probably not true.  Judas was most likely a zealot, and thus, 

probably very loyal with money so that he could finance a revolution.  Despite John’s portrait of 

him, I don’t buy the argument that he was an evil guy.  I suspect Judas was probably a passionate 

guy, filled with deep convictions, lofty visions, and big dreams for his homeland.  I suspect he loved 

God deeply.  I don’t know if he lost faith in Jesus, or if he brought all those guards to Gethsemane 

in the hopes of finally forcing Jesus to fight back.  But he’s a tragic figure because everything went 

wrong somewhere.  He didn’t start out as the bad guy.   
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Interestingly, this story is told in all four gospels, but in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, it’s all of 

the disciples who are outraged, and I suspect that probably closer to the truth.  After all, we don’t 

see Peter coming up and pouring perfume worth 300 denarii on Jesus’ feet.  Remember that Judas is 

the Greek form of the name Yehudah—one who is from Judah.  A Jew.  And Iscariot was certainly 

not his last name—it means ‘the traitor’.  In other words, John labels this one as ‘The Jew Traitor’.  

That’s what his name means.  What we need to understand is that by the time John was writing, 

probably two generations removed from Jesus’ death and resurrection, Christians were enduring 

enormous persecution from the Romans so “the Jews” kicked them out of the temple for fear of 

Roman censure.  There was great bitterness between Christian and Jew in John’s community, and 

much of the anti-Semitism that has plagued us through history can be traced back to John’s gospel.  

Now I know that none of us here today would take this text and use as a means of prejudice against 

a whole people, but it is wise for us to be aware of the historical significance of texts like this and 

how they can be twisted.   

That said, I must also admit this:  whether it was just Judas or all of the disciples doesn’t 

matter.  We can understand their puzzlement and might well ask the same question.  Why this 

waste?  Why not do something with it to help the poor, the hurting, the marginalized?  It’s an 

important question.  It intersects with my life because we live in a world that is very conscious of 

the bottom line.  And I’m not knocking that.  Practicality has its place.  The bottom line does matter.  

But I am not convinced that the events reported in this passage boil down to a question about our 

financial choices.  No critic or commentator will ever convince me that Jesus is saying here that we 

should go ahead spend money like it grows on trees.  Who cares, you can’t take it with you!  You 

and I both know that’s ludicrous.  Jesus talks more about money and how we should use it and view 

it than any other single social issue—and by a huge margin, too.  This ain’t about money, folks. 

Which begs the question, what is this passage really about?  What is Jesus saying to us?  

Well, I suspect he’s quoting Deuteronomy 15:11, which goes like this:  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.”   

There is in Jesus’ response to Judas, a bit of a rebuke. “Judas, you always have the poor—so 

what have you been doing for them lately?”  It’s all well and good to feel a sense of compassion and 

responsibility to those in need, but I must be wary of sitting in judgment on how someone else uses 

the resources at their disposal.  As I stand before the text and let it mirror my life, I find that I would 

do better to question my own commitments.  Have I laid everything at Christ’s feet?  “It is right to 

give to the poor.  But this woman’s deed was of a different order of rightness.  What she does is 

admirable because it is timely.  Jesus is about to die.” [from Interpretation:  Mark by Lamar 

Williamson (Louisville, KY:  John Knox Press, 1983) pg. 248.]   

Nearly 20 years ago now, a really funny movie named “Waking Ned Divine” came out.  It’s 

an Irish movie about three friends—Ned, Michael and Jackie.  Ned wins the lottery and literally 

dies of shock looking at the ticket. Michael and Jackie, in cahoots with the rest of their little hamlet, 

decide to impersonate Ned in order to collect the winnings from the unsuspecting lottery official 

and split it between all the residents in the village.  Unfortunately, the official shows up in town in 

the middle of Ned’s funeral, just as Jackie is about to deliver the eulogy.  So in a moment of 

inspiration, Jackie offers a eulogy for Michael instead.  He gets to tell his best friend how special he 

is before he’s in the grave—to say all the things on his heart and give thanks for the joy of growing 

old together, and for sharing laughter that keeps their hearts young together.  It’s a truly touching 

moment in the middle of this ridiculous comedy.  But that, in a sense, is what’s happening here as 

well.  Mary is pouring out her gratitude, but even more, she is showing her love for Jesus before 

he’s gone. 
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“Those who objected had logic on their side, but not love.  This woman’s gift springs from a 

personal love for Jesus which breaks all patterns, defies all common sense, and simply gives.  It is 

spontaneous, uncalculating, unselfish, and timely.   

“Down through the centuries there have been men and women who have poured out their 

very lives for others, for causes greater than themselves.  We think of Gandhi, Martin Luther King 

Jr, Archbishop Oscar Romero, Mother Teresa, and countless others.  How poor our world would be 

without them!  There is a time when life rises above arithmetic into love.”  [2 ¶s adapted from “On 

Doing Beautiful Things” by Donald B. Strobe; www.Sermons.com.]  Mary gives no thought to 

what’s in this for her.  She isn’t rational or reasonable—she simply loves. 

I’m going to close with a wonderful story Mark Trotter tells about a time he had to go to 

Nashville to attend a meeting.  He writes, “I got to the airport in Nashville late at night, about ten 

o'clock.  I got my bags and went out to the curb where you wait for the shuttle buses to take you to 

the hotels.  There were a few people standing there, lined up along the curb, wrapped in overcoats, 

trying to keep warm.  

“Sitting on their luggage down at the far end was a woman and her male companion.  He 

was silent. She was not. She was talking to her companion a mile a minute, and to anybody else that 

was within sound of her voice, which could have been in the next county.  She was talking about 

how cold it was that night, and where is the cursed van anyway, and finding out where everyone 

was from, and all she knew about each location they were from. 

“A hotel shuttle drove up.  Everyone on that curb got into that shuttle, except the man and 

the woman, and me…  Out of the side of my eye I could see her drag on her cigarette, stare down 

the curbside at me. She was sizing me up.  She took another puff, and blew out the smoke slowly. 

"What hotel you going to?" I told her. "Hey, we're going there, too." I didn't say anything.  

She said, "What do you do?"  

I said, "I'm a preacher."  

“The shuttle arrived. We got in. It was just the three of us on the shuttle. She said, "Preacher, 

I want you to meet my friend." She introduced me to her companion, …and said, "He don't say 

nothing.  Cancer got his voice box.  I love this man.  He's my friend.  I love this man more than 

anything else in the world.  The doctor said he doesn't have long to live.  You're a preacher.  I want 

you to pray for him.  Maybe it will do some good.  Meanwhile we've come down here to Nashville 

to go to the Grand Ole Opry.  I've got tickets for tomorrow night.  He has always wanted to go to 

the Opry.  Then the day after that I have rented a car.  We're going to drive over to Memphis.  We're 

going to Graceland.  Then we're going home.  Oh, we're going to have a great time, aren't we?  

We're going to have a wonderful time."  [9 ¶s from “When to Be Extravagant” by Mark Trotter, 

www.Sermons.com.] 

Maybe it’s not rational.  Maybe it’s not reasonable.  Maybe it cost too much, takes too much 

time away from work, takes too much work to get someone with cancer on and off a plane and all 

over Tennessee.  But you get the picture, don’t you?  The art that emerges, the truth it shows?  It’s 

love, plain and simple.  Gratitude, surrender, love.  Oh Mary, pour away to your hearts content.  Let 

that potent fragrance burn the insides of our nostrils…and our hearts!  May we love Christ and 

others half so well.  Amen. 


