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Last week we learned of the extravagant love a father has for his two sons;  

symbolic of God’s love and grace for all of God’s children.  Today we see this 

extravagance literally poured onto Jesus; love itself returning God.  Extravagant 

love begets extravagant love.  And like Mary, sister of Lazarus, if our hearts are 

open to receive, our hearts remain open to give. 

 

Prayer 

Loving God, you give so freely.  Open our ears to your word, and our hearts that 

we may receive the gifts you offer and respond to your grace by offering ourselves 

and all that we have to you.   

 

Last week’s message of the prodigal father, more commonly known as the parable 

of the prodigal son, is a story unique to Luke’s gospel.  The first generation of the 

church relied upon the oral tradition to carry the stories of Jesus ministry.  The 

gospels were written down when the church realized Jesus may not be returning as 

soon as they expected.  So as that first generation of Christians began to pass to the 

Church Eternal, the church on this side of eternity began collecting the written 

stories.  And this is one reason the gospels are so similar, yet so different.   

 

Today’s story, for example, shows up in each of the four gospels, but it shows up 

differently.  Common to each is a woman lavishly anointing Jesus.  One gospel 

includes this anointing taking place in a pharisee’s home, two record it was the 

home of Simon the Leper, John records the anointing taking place at Lazarus’ 

home in the town of Bethany.  Only John identifies the woman who offers the 

anointing as Mary, sister of Martha and Lazarus.  Others leave her nameless.  One 

says she is a sinful woman of the city – certainly not a description of Mary.  Some 

write Jesus’ head was anointed, others write it was his feet.  In John, only Judas 
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expressed displeasure because of the wasteful use of resources, another records the 

disciples arguing indignantly on behalf of the poor, while another writes the 

disciples kept their indignance to themselves.  Common to all but one of the 

gospels is the difficult phrase spoken by Jesus, “You will always have the poor 

with you, but you do not always have me.”  The phrase surfaces to consistently to 

be ignored. 

 

John’s gospel places this scene in the town of Bethany, which translates to ‘house 

of poor’ or the ‘house of affliction/poverty.”  I can confirm to this day this remains 

an accurate description of the town. Israel’s security barrier cuts through Bethany, 

separating neighbor from neighbor and Bethany residents from East Jerusalem, 

blocking the only throughfare and devastating a struggling economy.  The house of 

the poor/afflicted/impoverished still rings true, the poor are still with us.   

 

The Passover was quickly approaching, and recently Jesus had risen Lazarus from 

death.  Lazarus had died, laid in the tomb for days.  His sisters, Mary and Martha, 

were crushed by this.  They has lost their beloved brother, hence lost their sense of 

security, perhaps in their culture and time they even lost their income though 

Lazarus’ passing.  They were on the verge of being the house of the poor within a 

city referred to as the house of the poor.  This all changed when Lazarus responded 

to Jesus and climbed out of the tomb.  They gathered to celebrate Jesus’ healing of 

Lazarus when “Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed 

Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with her hair.” This act was shocking, it was extreme.  

In the house of the poor, a bottle of perfume equal in price to one year salary of a 

laborer, Mary poured all of it onto Jesus feet.  She then let loose her hair, which 

she should not have done with men in the room, and used her hair to wipe Jesus 

feet.  A holy and intimate act.  Extravagant, prodigal.  This act of love and 
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devotion to Jesus defied common sense, defied intelligence, it defied economical 

sense.  It was irrational.  The reader or listener of this text can almost smell the 

extravagance.  The house was filled with the fragrance of perfume, and Jesus 

breathed it in graciously as the gift it was.  What are we to do with such 

extravagance?    

 

Mary, who always seemed to be at the feet of Jesus, could simply not help herself.  

She broke mores and cultural expectations through such an extravagant act, and the 

aroma filled the house chasing away the stench of death.  Matthew and Marks 

gospel record Jesus saying, ‘Wherever the gospel is proclaimed in the whole 

world, what this woman has done will be told in memory of her.’  What she did 

made no sense.  But after receiving such an extravagant love as her brother raised 

from the dead, Mary could only respond with extravagance.   

 

I am intimately familiar with a church who, despite cultural signs that a smell of 

death is knocking on the door of the church in North America, this church of which 

I am familiar has chosen not to be guided by fear.  It is a church who instead opens 

themselves to embrace God’s extravagant love so it may return such extravagance 

to God.  This is a church willing to, when necessary, follow Mary in breaking 

social mores and cultural expectations for the sake of Jesus and for the sake of his 

way.  Like Bethany, the city in which this church resides could be described as 

“the city of the poor.” Instead of concerning themselves about keeping their doors 

open, this church tackled a campaign to refurbish their doors for future 

generations.  Funds lavishly given by members.  The steeple has been restored, 

floors redone, walls repaired, organs being built anew, plans for restoring stained 

glass.  All while her members maintain, even increase their annual pledge (which 
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they hope everyone submits by Easter).  The church has extravagantly responded 

to an extravagant love.   

 

But, “Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money 

given to the poor?”  In John’s gospel this question is easily dismissed because 

Judas was planning to skim off the top or take all the money for himself, but in 

other gospels it is the disciples who ask the tough question.  Knowing the church 

has felt the tension of this question since its early beginnings offers some comfort, 

but certainly not enough comfort to dismiss the question.  “You will always have 

the poor with you,” says Jesus, “but you won’t always have me.”   

 

The reality is the smell of death in Lazarus home was not chased away by the 

perfume.  The aroma remained in the room as a foreshadowing of Jesus pending 

crucifixion.  When Jesus states he will not always be with them, he is referring to 

his physical presence, knowing his journey toward the cross will soon reach its 

climax.  On this side of the crucifixion, we live our lives in the shadow of the cross 

and we live in the presence of the risen Christ.  Still receiving extravagantly that 

we may return such gifts extravagantly.  

 

This church I mentioned earlier, you all know intimately as well.  Last week I 

announced from the chancel that our Session voted unanimously to collectively 

raise funds for the Ukranian crisis.  I added that we would utilize capital campaign 

mission funding to double your contributions and, breaking from the Presbyterian 

mores and culture, you applauded.  To be clear, you applauded the fact that we are 

utilizing the funds you gave before to double the funds you are giving now.  Again, 

extravagant giving! 
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And also to be clear, Jesus remains with us, among us, always.  In Matthew’s 

gospel, the righteous ask Jesus, “When is it that we see you?”  Jesus replies, “I am 

the one who is hungry and you give me food, thirsty and you give me something to 

drink.  I am the stranger you welcome, the naked you cloth, the sick you care for, 

the imprisoned you visit.  Jesus is intimately connected with the poor; always with 

us.  He adds, “Just as you care for one of the least of these who are members of my 

family, you do it to me.”  May we collectively continue the practice of receiving 

and giving extravagantly. 

 

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.   


