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A Homily preached by             “Just Six Days before Passover”
The Rev’d Jo Popham  5th Sunday in Lent

March 21, 2010
John 12:1-8

Is there a more spontaneous gesture of love than that of Mary who lavished Jesus with

expensive oil? She had bought the oil to keep for the day of his burial, but she anoints

Jesus there in her home in Bethany.

Jesus and his followers were on their way to Jerusalem. It was only six days until the

Passover, and they had stopped at Mary and Martha and Lazarus’s home for dinner.

Lazarus had been raised from the dead because of Martha’s trust that Jesus was the

Messiah. And Martha had prepared the meal. And then her sister Mary did the most

unexpected thing. She goes to her cupboard and takes a pound, an entire pound, of

perfume made of pure nard.  Now, a Roman pound was 12 oz - still a very large and very

expensive amount of nard. Mary anointed Jesus’s feet with it. Anointing Jesus’s feet

rather than his head demonstrated Mary’s humility. Only servants attended to the feet.

She poured the precious nard over the Lord’s feet. She had taken down her hair and she

wiped Jesus’s feet with her hair. In Mary’s day women did not let down their hair in

public; they kept it bound or braided tightly. Imagine what the other disciples, Lazarus,

and Martha must have thought. Here was Mary, making a spectacle of herself as she

acted out her servant ministry and expressed her great love for Jesus. Could it be that she

was preparing him in advance for his burial?

It was six days before Passover, six days before the Last Supper, six days before Jesus

prayed in the garden at Gethsemane, six days before he was seized by the Romans and

six daysbefore his trial that would lead to his death when Jesus arrived at Lazarus, and

Mary, and Martha’s home. Perhaps Mary was anointing Jesus with the fragrant nard

before hand for his burial.

What is nard?  What does it smell like? Spikenard or nard is a scented ointment or
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perfume imported from the Himalayas by camel in alabaster boxes or urns that were

opened only on special occasions (Song of Songs :12; 4:13, 14) (Mark 14:3-5). The

scarce root herb is one of the early aromatics used by the ancient Egyptians, and it was

used by wealthy Roman women in perfumes and beauty preparations. Nard is supposed

to have rejuvenating qualities for the skin, and can help with allergies, skin

inflammations, and rashes.  Nard also can be an effective for treatment for tension, stress,

and insomnia.  Do you suppose that Jesus in his last days to live among them as a human

being on earth may have been feeling tension and stress?

John’s Judas, the money keeper for Jesus and his disciples’ ministry, objected to

Mary’s gesture of love as an extravagance. In the first century nard was so expensive that

the amount Mary used would have cost one year’s wages.  And Judas protested that the

nard could have been sold for 300 denarii, and the money could have been given to the

poor. Indeed, the Roman silver coin, a denarius represented a worker’s daily wage.

John’s Gospel, unlike the Synoptic Gospels, is the only one that paints Judas as a thief, as

the treasurer of the group who stole from the common funds. John also does not have the

story of Judas taking money from the high priests as payment for betraying Jesus (Boring

& Craddock, 328).

In John’s Gospel, the post-Easter Gospel, the signs and wonders of the story of Jesus

are seen in hindsight. When John wrote at the very beginning of the Christian movement

and as the emerging church began there is no emphasis in helping the poor in the Jesus

narrative. Of course we read all the gospels in light of what we know of all of the Gospel

stories. The images we have of Jesus’s ministry, of the disciples, and the picture we have

of Judas are largely a collage of all the gospels, really. But in truth, in John there are no

poor, no wicked rich, no publicans and sinners, no widows, no children, no unclean

demoniacs, no lepers, no shepherds, no fishermen, no prostitutes, no direct reference to

Jesus’s compassion or pity (Boring & Craddock, 327). So here where the writer

previously and conspicuously appears to be have been silent when it comes to the poor,
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are we to understand that Judas, the betrayer, the bad disciple, did not care for the poor?

And by implication, the disciples indeed did care for the poor? I would say that John did

express Jesus’s penchant for the poor saying that God gave his only Son so that everyone

would have eternal life (John 3:16) even and especially the poor. God’s love is not

restrictive, but is for all. The lesson I take, and encourage you to consider in your Bible

study, is the importance of each distinctive Gospel – taken together, yes– but keeping

their individual voices rather than choosing among them or harmonizing them into one.

To stay with John’s Gospel, the women do not come to the burial site later to prepare

Jesus’s body. In John, it is Nicodemus who brought the burial spices to prepare Jesus’s

body for the grave. Nicodemus came at night with the mixture of myrrh and aloes – a

hundred pounds of it. He and Joseph of Arimethea were both believers, even disciples,

but they could not openly identify with him, for fear of the authorities. Joseph, who had

asked for Jesus’s body, and Nicodemus together prepared Jesus’s body, and because it

was most expedient to bury him quickly because it was the Sabbath, they found a new

unused grave in the garden close to where Jesus had died, and they placed him there. In

John, only Mary Magdalene comes to the grave on Easter morn. I find it interesting that

in John, Nicodemus, a spiritual leader of the Jews, a Pharisee, came to Jesus before under

the cover of night, having recognized Jesus as the teacher who had been sent by God.

And it was to Nicodemus that Jesus spoke the famous words of John 3:16: “For God so

loved the world that he gave his only Son, to the end that everyone who believes in him

may not perish but may have eternal life.” So six days before the Passover, Mary who

had heard and believed, and had taken to heart this message, was not afraid to boldly

show her allegiance to Jesus – unlike other believers, even Nicodemus and Joseph of

Arimethea.

So? Mary’s action  – the anointing of Jesus with costly aromatic oil  – an action that

was consistent with the traditional Jewish burial custom of anointing the body – was this

a foreshadowing of Jesus’s death?  I think so, particularly in light of Jesus’s words at the
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end of this passage:  “You do not always have me” speaking of the end of his life.

Ironically, spikenard also was used at the beginning of life to shorten labor and to ease

the pain of childbirth. I pray that the nard Mary used as a balm on Jesus’s feet did ease

his pain on the cross at Golgatha as Jesus – through his death – gave birth to something

new.

As Jesus arrived at Lazarus, Martha, and Mary’s home preparations were under way

for Passover. Jesus would die during that Passover Feast. Perhaps Mary sensed Jesus’s

approaching death, and her actions indeed did prepare him for his death. Mary took her

most precious possession and lovingly poured it over Jesus’s feet. She dried his feet with

her hair.  She did not care what others thought of her. She cast care aside (as we sang this

morning) oblivious to the scrutiny of the other disciples. Mary anointed Jesus’s tired feet

 – she relieved his tension, his stress, if but for a little while. I would like to believe that

the balm left behind by her anointing was with Jesus at the end.


