
 1 

Sermon for Lent V Year C 2022 
The Extravagance of Love 

 
 
Love and kindness are never wasted. 
They always make a difference. 
They bless the one who received them, 
and bless you, the giver. 
This sounds true, and yet . . . do you believe this? 
 
Nothing will begin a conversation like an extravagant gift. 
There’s nothing to change the atmosphere in a room like the 
announcement of a large donation— 
you might think such an announcement would be welcomed 
and celebrated, and yet . . . 
very often a lavish display of generosity repulses 
and evokes suspicions about the motives of the giver. 
 
There are several versions of this story of the anointing of Jesus  
in the gospels—one from the gospel of Luke  
and another from the gospel of Mark. 
Only the gospel of John names the woman who kneels at Jesus’ feet 
and describes the act as filling the room with the fragrance of her gift. 
 
In John’s version of this story, the woman is Mary of Bethany. 
She is the sister of Martha and the newly resurrected Lazarus. 
The two sisters host a dinner party for Jesus. 
During the celebration, Mary takes a pound of  
“costly perfume made of pure nard” 
and anoints Jesus’ feet and wipes them with her hair. 
Now . . . I imagine there are those who may be less offended  
by the anointing with the expensive perfume  
than by the wiping of his feet with one’s hair. 
I admit it is a bit scandalous. 
Having seen a fellow seminarian wash a professor’s feet and wipe them 
dry with her hair . . . I concur that it is an astonishing thing to witness. 
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This all took place as part of a workshop on the liturgies of  
Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and the Easter Vigil. 
Her act affected the atmosphere of the room . . .  
even without the benefit of perfume. 
But, I digress . . . at least a bit. 
 
In John’s gospel, as the fragrance fills the atmosphere of the room, 
Judas—the disciple who “keeps the common purse,” 
rebukes Mary for her scandalous generosity— 
Why was this perfume not sold for 300 denarii  
and the money given to the poor? 
But Jesus silences him: Leave her alone. 
She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial.  
You always have the poor with you, 
but you do not always have me. 
 
Mary of Bethany’s is a layered story that raises thorny questions about 
poverty, piety, and stewardship. 
And yet, just like the father in the parable  
we know as “The Prodigal Son”,  
it is also a powerful story of a woman who dares to love extravagantly—
even in the face of ridicule and censure— 
and receives the blessing of Jesus. 
 
Our response to such gifts reveals that we have developed a utilitarian, 
transactional approach to giving. 
We may prefer to earmark our contributions or give for the impact of the 
gift, or some kind of recognition or even tax deduction. 
We can certainly designate our benevolences, and yet . . .  
like aromas, a true gift cannot be controlled. 
 
Over and against Judas’ pragmatism, Jesus celebrates the beauty  
and the transience of this gift. 
In doing so, he gives us permission to savor the good gifts of life on this 
fragile, fertile earth—the pleasures of our senses,  
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the beauties of nature,  
and the fruits of human creativity and artistry— 
things that are temporal are good and have value— 
things like music and art, the seasons and times of the earth— 
Are such creations and gifts from God to be viewed with suspicion as 
frivolous and distracting? 
Aren’t we supposed to balance our budgets? 
It seems that Jesus would say . . . no. Not always. 
Not at the expense of the life-giving and the beautiful. 
 
Is Mary’s gift lavish? 
Yes. 
Is it “useless” in the practical-minded economy Judas seems to be 
bringing to the table? 
Yes. 
Is it efficient, orderly, or logical? 
No. 
And yet, Jesus cherishes and blesses it. 
One of my favorite authors, Mary Gordon puts it this way: 
In the moment of the washing of the feet, Jesus insists that beauty 
matters: that the aesthetic can precedence over the moral. 
Think about it this way: 
in times of peril, pain, or trouble in your life, what has comforted you 
the most? What has carried you through? 
The platitudes of a pragmatist? 
Or the lavish, so-called “useless” gestures of someone who loves you? 
 
Mary recognizes the importance of meeting the world’s brokenness, 
cynicism, and pain with priceless, generous beauty. 
Even as death looms, she chooses to share what is heartbreakingly 
fragile and fleeting—a fragrance. 
And though it is fragile and fleeting,  
a fragrance is something that imprints itself on our memories. 
A sensory gift. 
An experience of beauty. 
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This perfume is her protest, her declaration. 
In anointing Jesus in beauty, she declares that the stench of death will 
not have the last word in our lives— 
the last word will belong to the sweet and sacred fragrance of love. 
 
Still, Judas’ criticism seeks to cheapen her gift and her motives. 
What is more, Jesus’ response may sound callous: 
You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me. 
Wait, what? What is Jesus saying? 
That the poor don’t matter? 
That we should accept poverty as inevitable and unfixable? 
No, I don’t think so. 
 
In fact, many commentators argue that Jesus’ reference here is to a 
passage from Deuteronomy (15:11): 
There will always be poor people in the land. 
Therefore, I command you to be openhanded. 
In other words, the call to care for the poor is constant. 
It never ceases. 
In fact, if we are called to love Jesus without limit or calculation when 
he is with us, then we are called to the same limitless and uncalculated 
extravagance when the poor are with us. 
Which is . . . always. 
 
So, what is it about Mary’s extravagance that merits Jesus’ blessing? 
What is it about Judas’ criticism that earns Jesus’ rebuke? 
Mary responds to the call of love in the moment. 
In the now. 
Knowing what Jesus is about to face; 
knowing that he’s in urgent need  
of companion ship, comfort, and solace; 
knowing that the time is short to express all the gratitude and affection 
she carries in her heart, Mary acts. 
Given the choice between an abstracted need (the poor “out there”) 
and the concrete need that presents itself at her own doorstep,  



 5 

around her own dinner table, Mary chooses the here and now. 
She loves the body and soul who is placed in her presence. 
In doing so, she ends up caring for the one who is denied room at the 
inn—even to be born. 
For the one who has no place to lay his head  
during his years of ministry. 
For the one whose crucified body is laid in a borrowed tomb. 
In other words, it is the poor Mary serves when she serves Jesus. 
Just as it is always Jesus we serve when we love without reservation 
what God places in front of us, here and now. 
 
Lutheran pastor Reagan Humber puts it this way: 
What won’t always be with us is the opportunity to see God in whatever 
and whomever stands in front of us right now. 
The kingdom of God is here. 
Right now is the moment when God can break our hearts. 
The love of God is the grace of now. 
 
Love and kindness are never wasted. 
They always make a difference. 
They bless the one who received them, 
and bless you, the giver. 
So much is given to us in this story from the gospel of John. 
What will we do with it all as we set our faces toward Jerusalem? 
Will we choose the measured risk or the extravagant gesture? 
Will we celebrate “useless” gifts as sacred to God,  
or will we hold our hearts back in judgment and cynicism? 
What will guide us as we contemplate the cross— 
the theological platitude or the extravagant,  
priceless giving of oneself for the sake of love? 
 
The time is short. The cross awaits. 
Pain is coming. 
For this moment, though, we have Jesus. 
What will we do while we have him with us? 


