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Isa 43: 16-21 Ps 126 Phil 3: 3-14      Jn 12: 1-8 

 

Lent 5: Mary and Jesus 

 

In my preparation this week I nearly disappeared down a rabbit hole 

doing research. All four Gospels record an anointing story of some sort 

with so there is some  discussion about the details including the location, 

the body part involved, the type of oil and the timing of this event.  (Matt 

26: 6-12, Mark 14: 1-9, Luke 7: 36-48). The question is: Do the stories 

describe the same happening or was there more than one anointing with 

oil event?  

I am glad to report that I climbed out of the hole by searching for 

artworks of the event, so I share some with you:  

                                          

  

To put John’s account in context, Jesus was in Bethany just a short time 

ago, busy raising Lazarus from the dead. That not surprisingly caused 

consternation among the Sanhedrin (Jewish elders) who felt threatened 

by this upstart going around performing miracles and the text records 
that  “… from that day on they plotted to take his life” (Jn 11: 53).  

Consequently Jesus and his disciples withdrew to a region near the 

desert to a village called Ephraim (11:54). Now, Passover season is 

approaching so they begin the journey to Jerusalem to celebrate the 

festival there.  

When they arrive back in Bethany, it is the first time since the miracle 

that Jesus has seen his friends, the siblings Lazarus, Martha and Mary. 

They host a big celebration dinner, a luxury meal for their beloved family 

friend. Malina and Rohrbaugh’s Social Science Commentary notes that 

such meals were held in two stages:  

“…the first during which initial courses were served was a time for 

servants to wash the hands and feet of guests and anoint them with 

perfumed oils to remove body odours in the second stage the primary 
courses of the meal were offered.” (1989, pg 331). 
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The guests would probably have been seated at a triclinium something 

like this, which explains how Mary gained access to Jesus’ feet. As the 

guest of honour he would have been sitting at the top table, in the centre 

of the “U” shape.  

 

And so Mary enters, carrying an alabaster jar of expensive nard, a 

perfume derived from a flowering plant in the honeysuckle family which 
grows in the Himalayas of Nepal, China, and India.  

 

The special jars for storing such perfume were typically five to nine 

inches long, ground out of translucent calcite stone and imported from 

India and the Far East. They were heavily taxed so consequently 

hundreds of times more expensive in the Near East than in their country 

of origin (1989, pg 266). Clearly, this an object and an action of great 
value. 

The text tells us that when Mary anoints the feet of Jesus, the house was 

filled with the fragrance of the perfume. I imagine we have all been in a 

similar situation: When someone’s perfume or cologne has been 

overpowering. You cannot ignore it, it is impossible to try and feign 

polite indifference to an overwhelming perfume. The text says a pint of 

perfume, i.e. about half a litre…  

I confess to having once been given some Joy by Jean Patou that cost 

US$850/ounce. Half a litre is nearly 17 ounces, so 17 ounces of Joy 

would cost you close to US$14, 500. 
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So, it is not a delicate scent that fills the house, Mary’s action is 

completely over the top. 

Perhaps that is precisely her point. Her actions are the kind of emotional 

display that probably makes many of us uncomfortable, like two lovers 

kissing passionately in public. What the media calls PDAs (personal 

display of affection). 

Mary not only anoints Jesus’ feet, but she also wipes them with her hair. 

That means she had to remove her head covering and loosen her long 

hair, which women in that culture normally did only in private. The 

requirements of modesty are similar to the Youtube clip that you may 

have seen of soccer players huddled around a Muslim opponent so she 
can fix her headscarf without being seen. 

The rest of the guests at the party are probably feeling profoundly 

uncomfortable. As Malina and Rohrbaugh identified, washing feet was 

something that only servants did during the first stage of a big meal 

along with anointing with oil to hide body odours. And as for using one’s 
hair to dry the feet … well, that is just downright weird.  

 

Mary’s action really is as extravagant and wild and passionate as it 

seems. Probably something that she should have reserved for a private 

moment with Jesus. Some artists capture the uncomfortable intimacy of 

the moment:  

                       

 

So perhaps, what Judas does next, is not surprising then: He tries to shut 
Mary down, to rebuke her and diminish the significance of her actions.  

Perhaps he is uncomfortable with this PDA, or maybe as John suggests, 
he has his eye on the main chance: The money.  

Whatever his motivations, Judas seems to want to distance himself from 

the scene, to disconnect from this intimate and personal moment. 
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I was brought up sharply by this idea, thinking of times when I may have 

tried to distance myself from others’ behaviour that made me 

embarrassed, to “edit out” that which – perhaps those who – made me 

uncomfortable.  

 

Ask yourselves “What is it that Mary actually does, what is the meaning 

and purpose of this untamed, risky action?” An expression of gratitude 
and love? Yes, certainly, but there’s more. 

I’d suggest that this is a profound act of self-abandonment in self-

forgetful worship, (worship meaning to ascribe worth). Perhaps it is one 

of the clearest demonstrations in Scripture of that well-known injunction 

that Jesus quotes: “… you shall love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your 

strength.” (Deut 6: 5)  

Jesus does not see waste, does not need to distance himself from Mary. 
He sees love, he recognises worship, the ascribing of worth, when he sees 
it, and he sees the very near future. “Leave her alone” he says, ”She 
bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial”. Jesus knows 
what is coming next. Mary’s anointing prefigures Nicodemus bringing 
spices to anoint Jesus’ body for burial in the tomb (Jn 19: 39).  

Here in this perfume filled room, as we approach Holy Week and Easter 
may we be inspired by the example of passionate and impulsive Mary 
who has been brave enough to worship and to show her love for Jesus in 
an outrageously grand gesture. Let us be brave enough to worship more 
boldly and love more abundantly. 

 

Amen 
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