
SERMON FOR LENT 5, 2019 – CSM PC AT 9.30 

Texts: Isaiah 43.16-21; Philippians 3.4-14; John 12.1-8 

What lovely readings we have today – Isaiah picturing God saying “I am doing a new thing, forget the old”; 
Paul, writing to Christians in Philippi, speaking passionately about his love for Christ and how it eclipses 
everything he’d always valued; and John, remembering and telling so vividly this scene at dinner, and Mary 
showing her own passionate love for Jesus.  

I’d like to spend this time thinking about this scene, looking at it from different angles and considering the 
various people who were there and what was going on. So let’s each imagine ourselves into that room, 
perhaps as one of the other disciples not mentioned (I’d like to be Andrew), and watch what is happening. 

We’re not sure where the dinner is being held. Martha is obviously the hostess so it might be in Martha, 
Mary and Lazarus’  house, in the formal dining room. Matthew’s version of the story has them eating at the 
house of “Simon the leper” – perhaps he had a larger room, perhaps he too had been healed by Jesus and 
was actually an ex-leper and equally grateful to Jesus. But in any case it was in a large room, because if 
Judas was there (as well as Mary, Martha, Lazarus, Jesus and Simon) then so were the other 11 disciples. It 
was no small commitment inviting Jesus “and company” to dinner. 

There may be significance too in John’s very precise note of the timing – six days before the Passover would 
be the Saturday evening, the end of the Sabbath at the start of the holy week of preparation leading to 
Passover, so there would be some atmosphere of solemnity and some sense of expectation. There is very 
much significance in John reminding us that Lazarus had been raised from death by Jesus – the shadow of 
the Cross is falling heavy over these events, and death is in the air. 

But this is a celebration banquet, with Jesus, the guest of honour, next to Lazarus (surely the principal host) 
at the top table, and a mood of festivity and joy, cups raised in toasts and much laughter. Though we may 
wonder how Lazarus is really feeling. Yes, glad to be alive, but perhaps with a different view of life when 
you’d seen it from the other side of death. Has he glimpsed Heaven, and if so was he sorry to be called 
back? Does he feel now a sense of unreality, that “this life isn’t really where I belong”? I was in Cyprus 
recently, and there it is recorded that he travelled to Larnaca, where he became Bishop, and there’s a 
beautiful shrine to his memory, as Saint Lazarus….but that’s all much later. At this time he is just the 
beloved brother in a family who are close to Jesus, and he has a personal debt of gratitude to Jesus. 

And next to him is Jesus – always happy to be part of a good party, reclining on his couch and no doubt 
exchanging toasts and laughter with the best…but at the same time keeping his eyes open. He will be very 
aware of the tensions and emotions in the room; and weighed down by the knowledge of what lies ahead of 
him in these next six days….knowledge that no doubt makes him feel a little bit separated from the others 
present, who, despite his best efforts with the disciples, seem still not to have a clue what’s coming. 

And here’s Martha, bustling in with another laden dish of something smelling and looking tasty. She’s 
recorded as “helping to serve” but she is a bit of a bossy boots, and I reckon she has presumed on her 
knowledge of Jesus’ favourite dishes, to tell the other women in the kitchen exactly what to cook and how. 
She’ll find every reason to keep coming in, to hear as much of the conversation as possible, and even 
perhaps contribute. 

So it’s all going with a swing when, suddenly - good heavens, what is Mary doing? She has come in with 
that very beautiful alabaster flask of perfume, which is part of her dowry, and uncorked it. Nard, this 
perfume, is fabulously expensive, as it’s an essential oil from a plant which grows only in the mountains of 
Nepal, China, and India. So it has come a long way to Bethany. 

 The diners watch in stupefied silence as she lets down her hair – shameless hussy! – crouches down at 
Jesus’ feet, and pours a pint of something like Chanel no 5 all over Jesus’ feet….imagine how that perfume 
billows out and fills not just the room but the whole house. She’s not weeping, as in another similar incident 
that Luke recounts, nor is she as in that story a woman who lived a sinful life – Mary is just totally 



consumed by love and gratitude. And I’m sure she kisses his feet too. Is this a prelude to Jesus’ washing the 
disciples’ feet? 

Jesus understands perfectly what she means. A woman would indeed loose her hair when undressing for a 
husband… but she would also loose it and perhaps tear it, at a time of mourning. And Mary pours the 
perfume, not on the head as to anoint a king or a prophet, but on the feet, from where traditionally the 
anointing of a dead body with unguents and spices would begin. In her humility, she will not go near his 
head, but bows to his feet. Yes, this is love for Jesus, but it also looks very much like grieving for his death. 
And – a small note – the pound weight of this perfume is a small prelude to the hundred pounds of spices 
Nicodemus later brings to prepare Jesus’ body for burial. 

But to the others present her action must have seemed completely over the top, very embarrassing and a 
shocking waste to boot…and it would take weeks to get the smell out of the rugs. Imagine Martha thinking – 
well, there goes half her dowry; she’ll never get a husband if she’s this careless with precious things. And 
Judas expresses what many may have been thinking – what a waste, the value of it could have helped so 
many poor people (did you know Bethany means “House of affliction”?). I can see a few nods round the 
table, some eyebrows raised and lips pursed. How does Mary feel now? Very vulnerable, very exposed, 
tempted to run and hide. Her love has been misinterpreted in the most mean and cruel way. She will hear the 
contempt in Judas’ voice – can she feel the answering current of anger and hostility on her behalf from 
Martha, Lazarus, probably John and perhaps some of the other disciples? 

Jesus moves swiftly to lower the tension and vindicate Mary – though he can’t restore the party atmosphere:  
“Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial.” The Greek doesn’t 
actually include the words “She bought it”, so the immediate sense is “to use for the day of my burial”. It’s 
not clear whether he means, “I shall be buried quite soon, and so hastily there’ll be no time for proper 
anointing then, so let her do it now”; or alternatively: “keep it for the day of my burial”, meaning, that day is 
more important, more significant for you, than the care of the poor….who are always with you anyway. 

How would you feel, coming away from this party which started with such joy and celebration but was so 
suddenly turned to the solemn contemplation of death and burial?  Perhaps a little like a guest at Macbeth’s 
banquet after Banquo’s ghost appeared? But sometimes we do have to hold in tension the paradox that life 
and death are not mutually exclusive – as the funeral liturgy says, “In the midst of life we are in death”. And 
we bring both our joys and our sorrows, our rejoicing and our pain, our weddings and our funerals, to God in 
our church. In fact our churches probably see more joy and more sorrow, more fear and more hope, than 
most other buildings. This church is a prayed-in place, a safe place that is a place of hospitality for all 
people, welcoming them as Christ would welcome them. 

Passion Sunday, today, is like a hinge which changes our focus. We move from the disciplined observance 
of Lent, with its focus on us and our sinfulness and need for God’s mercy, to a growing awareness of the 
deepening shadow of the Cross, and a concentration on Jesus’ own actions and words as he moves 
deliberately, unhurriedly, to face suffering, torture and death. We turn to face the Cross ourselves but we 
also turn as a community. We will tread the pilgrimage of the next two weeks together, bringing our joy and 
sorrow, our hopes and fears, to make one offering to God. Yes, in the midst of life we are in death – but in 
the words we use at the Eucharist, “Praise to you Lord Jesus: dying you destroyed our death, rising you 
restored our life. Lord Jesus, come in glory”. Amen 


