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Lent 5—Year C 
Isaiah 43:16-21 
Psalm 126 
Philippians 3:4b-14 
John 12:1-8 
 
This story from John’s gospel today works on so many levels. Let’s set the scene. 
 
Jesus has just recently raised Lazarus from the dead. It’s six days before the Passover, and Jesus 
again returns to the home of his friends. They give a dinner for him. Lazarus was at the table, 
Martha served.  
 
Side note, this story comes from John’s gospel, but in Luke’s gospel we get that great story about the 
Martha/Mary dynamic—Martha working to put on the meal, Mary sitting at Jesus’ feet just 
listening, Martha getting pretty mad, Jesus telling Martha that Mary has chosen the BETTER 
PART. So, same players here in John’s gospel—Lazarus and his sisters Martha and Mary. 
 
So, Lazarus is at the table, Martha is still serving, and Mary takes a pound of costly perfume made 
of pure nard, anoints Jesus' feet, and wipes them with her hair. The fragrance of the perfume fills 
the house.  
 
Can we just pause for a moment and take that in? Can we breathe in the fragrance of that perfume? 
Do we get just how sensual and scandalous and intimate an act this is? Mary, the woman who dared 
to sit at Jesus’ feet, just like a disciple, now dares to pour out this nard over Jesus’ feet and wipe 
his feet with her hair. It’s a stunning thing to witness, and probably made everybody in that room 
really uncomfortable, and it is quite possible that it makes everyone in this room really 
uncomfortable. 
 
It certainly made Judas uncomfortable, for lots of reasons. He steps in and says, “Why was this 
perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?”  
 
A couple of things here. First, 300 denarii—that’s one year’s worth of wages—that is a crazy 
expensive pound of perfumed nard that Mary just poured all over Jesus’ feet. Second, the text 
interprets Judas’ concern as self-interest—that he didn’t really care about the poor, but he was a 
thief; he was the keeper of the common purse and wanted to steal what went into it. But let’s take 
Judas’ concern at face value that he’s genuinely concerned for the poor and doesn’t get wasting all 
this money on an act that is outrageously lavish and seems really insensitive to the needs of those 
who live with such deprivation—it feels like a showy display of the have’s rubbing it in the face of 
the have-not’s. 
 
Jesus’ response? “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.” 
 
Oh, there is so much here. 
 
First, let’s tackle the “you always have the poor with you” comment. That has been used by some 
Christians to absolve themselves of caring for the poor while they go right along making a whole 
lot of money—“Well, Jesus said there’d always be the poor; we can’t change that, ergo, not our 
problem.” Jesus’ comment doesn’t absolve us of our responsibility to the poor—in fact, quite the 
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opposite. We will have a responsibility to and with the poor ALL the days of our life. Jesus isn’t 
absolving us, he’s yoking us together, for always. 
 
Second, lavish and wasteful can really bother us. In this story, it’s the really expensive nard that 
seems lavish and wasteful, but what seems lavish and wasteful to you? In our really active world is it 
rest? Does rest seem lavish and wasteful? In our really productive world, is it play? Does play seem 
lavish and wasteful to you? Is it just sitting and being and breathing in the beauty that surrounds us 
or taking time to listen to a beautiful piece of music or relishing the beauty of a golf course or a 
garden or a meadow or the birds? In light of all the injustice in our world, and all the crises 
demanding our attention and all the wars that are raging, who has time to do these things? The 
needs of the world are URGENT. Are such activities as sitting and breathing and taking in beauty 
lavish and extravagant and wasteful activities? We can get caught in a very serious, rigidly one-
dimensional ethic that has to make every second, every dollar, every effort expended COUNT for 
the good of the world. 
 
But Jesus invites us to think bigger and broader. He notes that Mary had saved this nard for the day 
of his burial, but this particular day is not the day of his burial; LOVE demanded that she anoint 
him NOW. The urgent, cascading, and complex demands of these times in which we live, they will 
always be with us, but Jesus is inviting us to choose LOVING him and DRAWING INTIMATELY 
CLOSE to him right NOW through whatever lavish and seemingly wasteful means we need to use 
BECAUSE he knows that THIS is the only way that we will be able to move through the crucifying 
events that are both upon us and coming in very short order. Far from extravagant and wasteful, 
Jesus is playing the long game here—it will be LOVE and DWELLING INTIMATELY WITH 
HIM that allow us to stay the course and do the hard work of justice for the long haul. 
 
The poor, injustice, war—these will always be with us, and we are vowed to strive for justice and 
peace always—but if we waste an opportunity to DRAW CLOSE to Jesus basking in his LOVE for 
us and our LOVE for him BECAUSE it feels too lavish or extravagant, then truly, we have NOT 
chosen the BETTER PART. 
 
Mary chose the BETTER PART when she didn’t leave Jesus’ feet when he taught her, and Mary 
chose the BETTER PART when she returns to those same feet and anoints them in a powerful act of 
LOVE. Let her take you by the hand and show you how to LEARN HIS WAYS and LOVE with 
the same abandon.  
 
Don’t save your nard for another day; choose the BETTER PART and spend your LOVE lavishly 
TODAY, and THAT LOVE will see you through all the days to come. Amen. 
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