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Let’s talk about the other Holy Week dinner, the next-to-the-last supper. The Gospel writers 
record various details of the dinner we know as the Last Supper: 
 

• The table talk and Jesus’ prayer 
• The washing of the feet and the sharing of the cup 
• Judas’ betrayal and Peter’s boldness 
• The final after-dinner hymn 

 
And three of them—Matthew, Mark and John—record another dinner just two days earlier, 
which must have been in the disciples’ minds as they gathered that night. It was in Bethany, on 
the backside of the Mount of Olives, where Jesus slipped away for respite and spent the nights 
during this Holy Week. This time he was dining at the house of Simon, the leper.  
 
Ah, “Simon, the leper.” Even Mark, the shortest of the Gospels, catches that detail, doesn’t he? 
We don’t know anything about this Simon, except for one thing—he was nicknamed “the leper” 
and Mark uses that nickname to distinguish him from Simon Peter and other Simons in the 
crowd. 
 
Simon, the leper. Obviously he was someone Jesus had healed, because if he still had leprosy, he 
would be consigned to a death camp outside the city wall, untouchable, unlovable, discarded. 
Lepers were forced to wear a bell or sign around their neck, and if anyone got near to them they 
were required to cry out “Leper, leper” so no one would come close. In fact, when a person 
contracted dreaded leprosy, his family literally threw dust after him when he was cast out of the 
village, as if they were already burying him. And now here he is, hosting a dinner party for Jesus.   
 
“Simon the leper.” You could preach a whole sermon on just those three words, just that one 
character. Just imagine what it must have meant for him to return to his home and to be able to 
invite others to his table. Just imagine what it meant to him to be able to break bread and host a 
meal for the one who had given him new life. Now he wears his nickname with overwhelming 
gratitude for what Jesus has done for him.  
 
As American Methodists, we tend to call this sacramental meal “Holy Communion” even though 
John Wesley preferred “The Lord’s Supper.” Another word for it is “Eucharist,” which literally 
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means “thanksgiving.” What an appropriate way to describe this dinner in the home of Simon, 
the leper.  
 
But the lead character in this story is another outcast, one who was an outsider in her own way, a 
woman. In those days, women had little value except for child-bearing and serving as cooks and 
servants for the men. This time the Gospel writers don’t share the name; they give no clues as to 
her identity. Maybe that’s because she too had a past, but in this case, one that should be 
forgotten rather than remembered. Maybe she was the woman who had been caught in adultery, 
dragged before Jesus, ready for stoning. Maybe she was the grieving mother Jesus met on the 
road who was on her way to bury her son, whom Jesus raised him from the dead. Maybe she was 
a slave girl, a victim of human trafficking, brought to the province by the Romans, now hiding  
away among the disciples for fear of being sent back into slavery. Whoever she was and for 
whatever reason, she will forever remain anonymous.   
 
She slips into the room behind the men leaning on their elbows, lounging on the floor around the 
low, flat table. Given that the only light in the room would have been from those small, smoky 
oil lamps, it would have been easy for her to hide in the shadows, to find Jesus, and begin to 
anoint him with little notice.  

 
Again, the Gospel writers include some of the details. They say she brought with her “an 
alabaster jar of very costly ointment of nard.” Nard was a rare and precious oil which came from 
the Himalayan Mountains in present-day Nepal or China or India. Perhaps the first hint of what 
was happening was the scent—the smell of expensive perfume, the pungent aroma of the ancient 
Far Eastern oil. When the disciples caught on, they were enraged: “This money should have been 
spent to feed the poor.” Given that sometimes the disciples could be so self-centered, you have to 
wonder if they would have actually done that, but it’s easy to be generous with someone else’s 
money, right? 

 
And Jesus’ response is one that has proved itself true over and over again through the centuries: 
“The poor you have with you always.” That is to say, “You will always have the opportunity to 
serve the needy. The task of feeding the hungry, caring for the homeless, will always be your 
work, so go…do it! That kind of ministry is a given for anyone who seeks to follow me. But this 
women, what she has done will be remembered forever as an act of love before my death.”  

 
I think the Gospel writers include her act of devotion, her sacrificial offering, her loving 
adoration for Jesus right here alongside the Last Supper as a way of saying: 
 

• Look at this example of extravagant love. 
• In the light of what Christ will do for us this week, look at she did for him.  
• As we gather around this table of love made known in bread and wine, remember the 

love she showed at the table of Simon, the leper.  
 

I think the Gospel writers hold these two dinners side-by-side to say, “This night is not just 
about what Jesus does for us, but what we can do for him.”  
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Look at Simon, the leper—the symbol of gratitude and thanksgiving Eucharist. Look at this 
women—the symbol of sacrificial love.  
 
The movie and play A Man for All Seasons tells the story of Thomas More and his conflict with 
the king. A man of great integrity and strongly held principles, he finds himself imprisoned 
because of his unwillingness to yield to the king. His daughter Meg comes to him in prison and 
asks, “Haven’t you done as much as God could reasonably ask?”  
 
And he answers, “In the end, it isn’t a matter of reason, it’s a matter of love.” Of this unnamed 
woman and her alabaster jar, Jesus says, “In the end, it isn’t a matter of reason, it’s a matter of 
love.”  
 
One of the great musicals of the American stage shares the personal lives and stories of a group 
of aspiring dancers on Broadway. It’s called A Chorus Line, and as each of them steps from the 
line, they each have a different story to tell. But there is one thing they have in common—their 
love of dancing.   
 
At the climax of the play, you can almost hear Simon, the leper, and the woman joining the 
chorus, singing... 

 
Gone, love is never gone. 
As we travel on, 
Love’s what we’ll remember. 
Kiss today goodbye, 
And point me t’ward tomorrow. 
We did what we had to do. 
Won’t forget, can’t regret 
What I did for love. 
What I did for love. 
What I did for love. 
 

Here…tonight…this meal is about what he did for love, and about what we do for love. In the 
end, it isn’t a matter of reason, it’s a matter of love.   


