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As we have journeyed together through the season of Lent, several of us at Birmingham and 

Berkley First have been studying Amy-Jill Levine’s book, Entering the Passion of Jesus: A 

Beginner’s Guide to Holy Week. If you have not had the time to join one of our studies, please 

feel free to pick up a copy of the book in our Circuit Rider Bookstore or in the office. We’re just 

over half-way through this season, but I’m sure that you will be blessed by the insights that AJ 

brings to the journey that Jesus makes during holy week. A Jewish professor of New Testament 

studies at Vanderbilt Divinity School in Nashville, Tennessee, Levine brings many of these 

stories to life in new ways for us. 

 

We started our journey with Jesus in this season as he made his Palm Sunday entry into 

Jerusalem. We then followed him into the Temple as he overturned the tables of moneychangers 

and the seats of those who sold doves. Last week, we discovered Jesus’ words anew as we saw 

him teaching in the Temple. 

 

Today, we will follow Jesus to the first of two suppers that are told about Jesus during holy 

week. During this particular supper, a woman approaches Jesus and anoints him. Matthew, Mark, 

Luke and John all vary on the telling of this story. Matthew, Mark and John place the story 

during Holy Week in Bethany just south of Jerusalem. Luke tells a story of a similar anointing 

while Jesus was still up north in the region of the Galilee, well before Jesus’ Holy Week journey.  

We may highlight some of those differences, but for this moment, hear the story as Mark tells it 

in Mark 14:3-9. As we have tried to do throughout the season, listen to the story as if you are 

hearing it for the first time. Listen, also, for where the story takes place, who anoints Jesus, how 

others respond, and how Jesus responds to this act. 

 

While he was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, as he sat at the table, a 

woman came with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment of nard, and she broke 

open the jar and poured the ointment on his head. But some were there who said 

to one another in anger, “Why was the ointment wasted in this way? For this 

ointment could have been sold for more than three hundred denarii, and the 

money given to the poor.” And they scolded her. But Jesus said, “Let her alone; 

why do you trouble her? She has performed a good service for me. For you 

always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you 
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wish; but you will not always have me. She has done what she could; she has 

anointed my body beforehand for its burial. 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.”1 

  

* * * * * 

 

Dawn and I moved to my very first appointment while I was in my second year of seminary. We 

had only been living in rural southwest Wisconsin for a short period of time when I started 

teaching a study on prayer. Several of the key leaders of the church in Bloomington attended the 

study together with me. One of them was our lay leader, Blaine. 

 

As the study ended one night, Blaine and I stood outside the church talking for quite some time 

about how much God had done for him in his life. He loved Jesus, he loved his family, and he 

loved his local church. While we chatted that night, Blaine shared that he was feeling God 

calling him in some new ways. He didn’t quite say that he had a call to ministry, but I could tell 

that it might be one of the first among many conversations that we might share together over my 

time as the pastor at Bloomington and Cassville. After praying together, I walked a block up the 

hill to our home. 

 

Shortly after I arrived home, I had a call from Blaine’s wife that he was being taken by 

ambulance to the hospital in the next largest town. I got in the car and drove the half hour to the 

hospital. When I arrived, his family was just getting the news that Blaine had had a heart attack. 

While the doctors had done all that they could, Blaine didn’t make it. 

 

In one night, I had gone from hearing someone share his testimony and a possible call to 

ministry, to preparing for the first funeral that I ever had to do as a pastor. I had participated in 

other funerals before this time, but this was to be my first to lead on my own in my first 

appointment. 

 

When the time came for us to celebrate Blaine’s life later that week, many people stood up 

during a time of sharing to tell about how Blaine had introduced them to Jesus. As the lay leader 

for that local church, he had made such an impact on the lives of other members as well as on his 

local community. Having lived his life farming, Blaine would often help other farmers out so 

that they could go on spiritual retreats to grow in their own faith journeys with Christ. 

 

Blaine loved to share Jesus’ love with those around him. When others needed help, Blaine was 

one of the first to show up. He not only told people about God’s love in Jesus Christ, he 

witnessed that love in all that he did for those around him. As difficult as a first funeral might be 

for any new pastor, we were able celebrate Blaine that day because we also celebrated what God 

had done in and through him. 

 

Several weeks later, the study group that I had started was still meeting together. Somebody 

asked if I had been up to cemetery since the day of the funeral. When I indicated that I had not 

been up there yet, he told me about Blaine’s epitaph, saying, “Below Blaine’s name, his 
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tombstone reads, ‘Fisher of Men.’” After thinking for a moment, he continued, “Now that’s what 

I’d want people to remember about me.” 

 

Our lesson about the woman who anointed Jesus ends in Mark’s gospel with Jesus 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.”2 In Matthew’s gospel, the story ends with similar words from Jesus.  

Whenever Jesus’ story is told, wherever the gospel, the good news, is proclaimed, this woman’s 

acts will be told in memory of her. I don’t know about you, but the story leaves me wondering: 

just who is this woman and what is it that she has done in these sacred moments? How is it that 

we remember her story to this very day? 

 

Interestingly enough, a variation of this story, or one like it, shows up in each of the four gospels.  

Matthew, Mark and John place Jesus eating in Bethany. In Matthew and Mark, Jesus is at the 

home of Simon the leper. In John’s account, Jesus is at the home of some friends, namely the 

sisters Martha and Mary, and their brother, Lazarus, whom Jesus had raised from the dead. 

Luke’s story seems to be the most different as it places Jesus up north in the region of the Sea of 

Galilee in the home of Simon, the Pharisee. 

 

In Mark’s gospel, we don’t really know much about who the host is, other than “Simon the 

leper.” Levine notes that it could be a leper that Jesus healed, but we don’t really know anything 

about who he is.3 While they are at the table, a woman comes with “an alabaster jar of very 

costly ointment of nard, and she broke open the jar and poured the ointment on his head.”4 We 

never find out her name in Mark’s gospel account. 

 

What we do know, however, is that her gift is no small amount; it’s rather costly. Some of the 

guests note the expense and consider it a wastefully extravagant measure. One denarius was a 

day’s wages in the Roman empire. This jar of nard was worth three hundred denarii, which 

would be almost a year’s wages. That’s a lot of money! 

 

Who she is or where she comes from is not known to us when we read Mark’s account. On the 

other hand, this woman clearly has some means available to her to be able to afford such a costly 

perfume. This is a much different scenario than the widow who throws into the Temple treasury 

her last two coins when Jesus was teaching in the Temple earlier in the week. Whoever this 

woman may be, she steps into the middle of their table fellowship and this meal to pour an 

ointment over Jesus’ head. 

 

When some of the dinner guests see this woman’s actions, they begin to scold her. The money 

from the cost of this alabaster jar of ointment could have easily helped to support the poor. Jesus, 

however, notes that the anointing she offered prepared his body for burial. Levine notes that the 

Greek term used here actually has the same root as the word for “myrrh,” which was an 

anointing fragrance used for burials. Yet, she points out the variety of the imagery juxtaposed 

against word choices for “anointing,” saying that the woman “anoints Jesus not on his feet, but 

on his head.  And although Jesus says she has anointed him for his burial, the anointing scene is 

richer than that because anointing on the head is what one would do for a king.” Levine goes on 

to say, “According to Jesus, she anoints him for his burial. But did she think that is what she was 

doing?  Only our imagination can answer that question.”5 
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If we are to remember this woman whenever we tell the gospel, what is it that we are to 

remember about her? What did her act signify for the dinner guests? For the disciples? For 

Jesus? 

 

AJ notes that this woman in Mark’s gospel risks quite a bit in this encounter. The woman is 

uninvited and yet walks into this group of strangers. She takes another risk when she pours the 

nard on Jesus’ head. Will he receive the act? Will he receive her? We see how the guests receive 

her when they begin to complain.6 In fact, their words are a rejection of sorts, aren’t they? They 

criticize her actions as a waste. 

 

Jesus, however, comes to defense. He stands up for her, saying, “Let her alone; why do you 

trouble her? She has performed a good service for me. She has done what she could.”7 Levine 

suggests that Jesus is telling us “that we need to come to the defense of our friends. If we have 

power, we need to use it for good, and that good entails speaking up on behalf of others.”8 

 

Jesus’ further reminder that they will always have the poor with them was not intended to take 

away from caring for the poor because the task was so great, but to emphasize that her gift to him 

in those moments mattered, as well.9 

 

Interestingly enough, in John’s gospel, it is Mary, his good friend, who anoints Jesus’ feet. Judas, 

the keeper of the purse and the betrayer of Jesus, complains about the expense. In Luke’s gospel, 

an unknown woman, sometimes assumed to be Mary Magdalene, anoints Jesus feet with her 

tears and with the ointment while the host, Simon the Pharisee, complains that Jesus has allowed 

this “sinner” to touch him.10 Yet, in every gospel account, Jesus speaks up on behalf of the 

actions that the woman takes. 

 

Could it be that we have found ourselves in this woman’s experience from time to time in our 

own faith journeys? We work hard to honor God with how we live and what we have to offer, 

yet our actions are sometimes misunderstood by those around us. Might we also find ourselves 

from time to time as the dinner guests, or Judas, or Simon the Pharisee, or the disciples who see 

and try to discern the faithful actions of others from a limited perspective? How might we be 

more like Jesus who sees the heart of this woman and risks his own rejection by lifting up her 

story? 

 

Perhaps, in the end, our greatest desire is to be found faithful, is it not? What will they put on our 

epitaph?  What will our family, our friends, our loved ones, our church family, and perhaps even 

our enemies or those with whom we struggled, say about who we are and how we lived our 

lives? 

 

We hope, by the grace of God, that our stories will be a part of the most important story that we 

have learned in our lives; the story of God’s great love for the world in Jesus Christ. 

 

In John’s gospel, when Mary anoints Jesus’ feet with the ointment, John notes that the fragrance 

fills the whole house.11 As I try to envision the story in my own mind and think about which of 

these stories I might tell or how I might remember what this woman has done in these moments, 

I realize that the fragrance of the ointment most likely filled the house no matter which story we 
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follow. In any case, while Jesus was anointed, the fragrance impacted all those who were 

gathered around him. How might the work we do together in Jesus Christ impact the lives of 

those around us? 

 

What holds us back from breaking open our own alabaster jars of ointment? Perhaps we fear the 

rejection of others that the woman received. On the other hand, what beautiful fragrance might 

we leave behind when we open up the jar? When we risk rejection?  When we open ourselves to 

the One whose rejection brings us life? Will we, like this woman, have done what we could, by 

the grace of God? 
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