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 Our epistle reading from Paul’s letter to the Philippians gives us a brief, but perhaps confusing 

look at the Apostle’s attitude toward life.  You could, I imagine, read it in a way that makes you think 

that he was remorseful over his past life as a Jew.  He describes himself as “a member of the people of 

Israel…a Pharisee, a persecutor of the church,” but then goes on to say “yet whatever gains I had, these I 

have come to regard as loss because of Christ.”  But Paul is not sad about his past life in Judaism.  No, 

actually he could be proud of what he had been.  Yet Paul, here, is giving thanks for his new 

relationship with God, grateful for the gift of faith, looking forward, not back.    

As someone has said “God does not love you, if and when you change.  God loves you so that 

you can change.” [Richard Rohr]  Paul knows that he was not deserving, but still he has experienced 

God’s love, God’s grace,), and Paul is now able to give freely of himself, even if it will mean suffering 

as Christ suffered.  Outrageous grace enables extravagant response.  That, I believe, is behind the gospel 

story of Jesus’ feet being anointed with perfume. 
 

This story must have been a favorite of the early Church for it is recorded in all four gospels. 

However perhaps not surprisingly, each writer includes different details about the identity of the 

woman and about what, and where, and when this happened. 

 In Luke’s Gospel, we read that very early in Jesus’ ministry an unnamed woman came to the 

home in Galilee of a man identified as Simon the Pharisee, who hosted a meal for the radical young 

rabbi.  Luke doesn’t name the woman, but he refers to her as “a sinner,” who “bathed his feet with her 

tears” and ointment, and dried “them with her hair.”  (Lk 7:36-38).  When those present condemn her 

actions, Jesus instead praises her and says that her sins are forgiven. 

 In the gospels of Matthew and Mark, this event takes place in the midst of Holy Week, just 

after Jesus had entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.  He leaves the capital to stay in Bethany, but the 

meal is held at the home of a man named Simon the Leper.  Again, the woman is not named, but 

rather than her tears bathing his feet, she pours out ointment on the head of Jesus (reminiscent of the 

Hebrew prophets anointing future kings).   Here, the waste of this costly perfume is denounced by all 

the disciples, but Jesus comes to her defense and concludes by saying, “Truly I tell you, wherever the 

good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.” (Mk 14:9; 

Mt. 26:13) 

 This morning we heard a third version of the story as told in the twelfth chapter of John’s 

Gospel.  Jesus and his disciples are on their way to Jerusalem for the Passover, but first he goes to the 

home of Lazarus after miraculously raising him from the dead.  Only John’s gospel records the 

raising of Lazarus, and at the end of that account in the previous chapter, the chief priests and the 

Pharisees plan for Jesus’ death and begin looking for an opportunity to arrest him.  Thus, for John, it 

is on the night before Palm Sunday that this meal is held in the home of Lazarus, a celebration of his 

being brought back to life.  And it is one of Lazarus’ sisters, Mary, who is identified as the one who 

wasted a pound of costly perfume and “anointed Jesus’ feet and wiped them with her hair.” 

 Instead of the disciples objecting to this behavior, it is the villain, Judas, who complains about 

the wasted value of the perfume, the cost of which is said to be the equivalent of a year’s wages.  

Given all the teachings of Jesus about our need to attend to the least around us, Judas seems to say, 

couldn’t that money have been used to benefit the poor?  But, as in the other accounts, Jesus comes to 
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the woman’s defense, saying that it was intended to be used for his burial, and anyway, “You always 

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

 This statement, of course, is not intended in any way to dismiss the needs of the poor and our 

obligation to respond, but rather it points to Jesus’ impending death.   Being human, Jesus could not 

see into the future, but it was clear that he was aware of his opponents’ intension to have him 

arrested, and he knew the probable consequences if he indeed would enter Jerusalem. 

 Writing several generations after the other gospels, John cannot help but add the postscript 

that Judas was not interested in the poor, and in fact was a corrupt treasurer, stealing from the 

common purse that he carried for the group, once again contrasting the lack of belief and the 

unfaithfulness of the betrayer with the love and the spontaneous offering of Mary. 
 

 John’s Gospel adds that “the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.”   What a contrast 

to the previous days, when standing near Lazarus grave, Martha, the other sister, protests that with 

his death four day prior there would be a bad odor.  That contrast is not meant to be lost on us.  

The contrast of odors, the stench from Lazarus’ four days in the tomb with the house-filling fragrance 

of Mary’s perfume, calls to my mind a portion of Harper Lee’s wonderful novel, To Kill a Mockingbird.  

That, of course, is the story of the widower Atticus Finch (whom I will always picture as Gregory 

Peck), the depression era attorney, who counters the racism and classism of 1930’s Alabama, when he 

agrees to defend an innocent black man accused of raping a poor white woman. 

 In the story, Atticus’ children, Jem and Scout, are taunted for their father’s actions not only by 

their classmates but also by their neighbors.  One of the worst verbal abusers was an elderly 

neighbor, Mrs. Dubose.  In retaliation, Scout breaks all of the neighbor’s prized camellia bushes, only 

to have her father punish both children by making them go to the woman’s house and read to her for 

two hours every afternoon.  Scout recounts the experience in this way: “An oppressive odor met us 

when we crossed the threshold, an odor I had met many times in rain-rotted gray houses… it always 

made me afraid.” 

 For the next month, each afternoon following school, they had to endure that odor, reading 

while Mrs. Dubose drifted in and out of sleep.  Not long after their month was over, the woman died, 

and only then did Atticus tell the children that she had been addicted to morphine, and that their 

reading helped her to wean herself so that she could die in freedom.    And then he added, “I wanted 

you to see what real courage is…. It’s when you know you’re licked before you begin (he said) but 

you begin anyway, and you see it through no matter what.” 

 In contrast to the stench of Lazarus’ death, Mary fills the place where she is with a fragrance 

that indicates the depth of her love.   She knew that her brother would die again; she probably knew 

that Jesus would die, but despite “knowing that you’re licked even before you begin,” she loved with 

all that she had.  Outrageous grace enables extravagant response.   
  

 Last spring, CBS News told the story of a 67-year-old woman named Carla Willson, who 

found out that she had terminal cancer.  She was told that chemotherapy might prolong her life, but it 

wouldn’t save it.  After her first few unpleasant treatments, she was understandably distressed and 

ready to give up on life.   Then her youngest daughter suggested an unconventional treatment – not 

to cure her cancer, but to change her attitude. 

 For her next chemotherapy treatment, both mother and daughter wore red clown noses.  Then 

they followed with exotic costumes, coming one week dressed as bumble bees, another week wearing 
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tutus.  On one occasion they went dressed as Alice in Wonderland and the Mad Hatter.  And they 

always brought little gifts to the other patients and nurses.   

Mother and daughter began calling this phenomenon “Operation Choose Joy.”  Their 

cheerfulness had a profound effect on all in that treatment center, but it also had the same effect on all 

aspects of, and Carla’s attitude toward, life.  “Real courage is…when you know you’re licked before 

you begin, but you begin anyway, and you see it through no matter what.”   
 

Why couldn’t Judas be like Mary of Bethany?  Poor Judas was trapped in the very realistic and 

pragmatic world of scarcity, the constant worrying about whether we will have enough (enough 

money and enough time) to do all the things we want to do.   And yet here was Mary anointing Jesus 

with what is said to have the value of a year’s wages.   What would be the 21st century equivalent of 

such a lavish gift?  And would we give it?      

Outrageous grace enables extravagant response.   But knowing that we are profoundly loved and 

need never be afraid, do we really give God our very best, or do we only return the leftovers of our 

lives?  Do we trust and love the Lord with every fiber of our lives, or do we hold back and play it 

safe?  As congregations, do we hoard our resources in fear of having to close our doors, or do we dare 

to reach out boldly and venture in new ways, trusting that somehow God’s will can, indeed, be done? 
  

Paul, like every good Jew, and probably like Jesus, would have begun each day reciting of 

Jewish Shema: "Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is the only Lord. You shall love the Lord your God with all 

your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind and with all your strength." 

What might it mean to love God with all your heart?   To answer that, consider what is your 

passion?  What is your passion in gladness or sadness? Sometimes we are so overwhelmed by the 

enormity of the world’s suffering, the pain of the world that is so widespread, that it’s all too easy to 

become unable to respond.  But instead, why not choose joy?  Think of your passion, and then 

transform that into compassion, and “Love the Lord your God…with all your soul, with all your mind, and 

with all your strength." 

According to the Bible, at the end of the day, God doesn’t address us with “Well said, good and 

faithful one.”   No God says, “Well done.”   In other words, loving God with all of our heart, with all of 

ourselves, is not what we say, it’s what we do. 

In his letter to the people of the parish of Philippi, Paul writes that he wants to know Christ 

and the power of Christ’s resurrection in his life.  And to do that, he was willing to withstand the loss 

of all things for the sake of gaining Christ and being found in him.  Like that woman with the 

terminal diagnosis and with Atticus Finch, he is saying “when you know you’re licked before you 

begin …you begin anyway, and you see it through no matter what.” 

 That, to me, is an example of a love, of empathy, of compassion, that is willing to sacrifice all.   

Hear O people, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with 

all your strength."        Amen 

 


