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 Imagine how we would feel if in the middle of a 

dinner party, one of the hosts anoints a guest’s feet with 

perfumed oil. What we would feel translates into Jesus’ 

own culture. In Jesus’ time, feet were washed by servants 

(if you had any), as Jesus will himself do at the Last 

Supper. Kings’ heads were anointed with fragrant oil. But 

anointing feet only happened as part of the burial of the 

dead. If there was any doubt where Jesus’ path is headed, 

there isn’t any more. Jesus uses the word. Burial. He and 

Mary know where he is going. She is anointing me for 

burial. 

 None of them know how much longer they have 

with Jesus, but they are in Bethany, very near Jerusalem 

and the last days are close. This dinner prefigures the Last 

Supper, and we are meant to hear that. The disciples 

must have a sense of events closing in and I imagine they 

want this to be a moment of stillness. Mary’s anointing 

probably feels disruptive and intrusive. 

 Judas sees it as rash extravagance, wasteful and 

irresponsible. 300 denarii is almost a year’s salary for a 

day laborer. Mary’s family may have significant financial 



means. Judas has opinions about how those resources 

should be used. John tells us Judas is simply virtue-

signaling in his show of concern for the poor. John says 

Judas is a treasurer who embezzles from the common 

fund he should be safeguarding. Yet I imagine that several 

of the disciples might be thinking that Mary’s action is 

too much, on many levels. Judas’ words give us a little 

window into the community of disciples. There are times 

when the disciples seem to be vying to outperform and 

out virtue-signal each other, to best each other, even to 

shame other followers, men and women. Arguing about 

greatness, criticizing each other’s actions and words, 

trying to vet who approaches Jesus, acting as self-

appointed gatekeepers to foreigners, women, children. 

Jesus consistently defends others to his disciples. He 

defends others’ requests for help. He also accepts their 

offerings, whether it is hospitality or other gifts like palms 

strewn in the road, or anointing.  

 Jesus reminds the disciples that in rabbinic 

teaching, works of justice and giving alms to the poor are 

essential but works of mercy, including burying the dead, 



are even more important. Jesus also reminds the disciples 

that soon they will experience the radical spiritual poverty 

of his absence. If they don’t honor and reverence his 

presence now, if they don’t put him first now, the 

opportunity will pass. The poor you will always have with 

you, but you will not always have me.   

 The poor you will always have with you, but you will not 

always have me. I hear profound teaching from Jesus here 

that goes beyond this moment in Bethany. Don’t give 

everything away, even to the most worthy causes and the 

relief of suffering. Keep something of yourself, the 

innermost chamber of your heart, for God alone. As 

Benedict puts it: Prefer nothing to the love of Christ. Not 

even the holiest, most noble good works of mercy. Prefer 

nothing to the love of Christ. Thomas a Kempis says: Love all 

others for Jesus’ sake but Jesus for himself. There is something 

from which all service emerges and into which all our 

works of mercy dissolve: being with Jesus. Being at the 

Table with Jesus.  

 Jesus is at Table with us now. Jesus is our Host in 



two ways. We call the Bread of the Eucharist the “Host”. 

Jesus is also our Host who invites us as his guests this 

morning to receive Him in word and sacrament. Jesus 

Hosts this community. Jesus gathers around his Table a 

group of disciples as different from one another as Mary 

and Martha and Lazarus and Peter and Judas. We are all 

equally welcome at Table with Jesus. The Host will give us 

the Host. Jesus gives us Himself.   

 Today’s Collect asks God to help us: Love what you 

command and desire what you promise. We ask God to help 

us close the gap between what we truly desire and what 

God desires for us. What God most wants for us can be 

summed up simply: to be close to Jesus. God’s desire is 

for us to be with Jesus, to go where Jesus goes, to let Jesus 

love us and help us see the world through his eyes of love. 

Whenever we are graced to see with eyes of love, service 

to our neighbor always follows. The gift of Jesus’ presence 

is the most precious gift any of us can receive. We are 

given this today to take with us, and to carry us through 

the days ahead, from Palm Sunday to the Cross.  



 Finally, there is something else deeply refreshing 

about being with Jesus at Table today. If we can imagine 

this Eucharist as a portal back to that meal in Bethany, 

we can see that despite Judas’ attempts to judge and 

evaluate, being with Jesus is non-performative. Mary’s 

loving gesture is extravagant. Jesus accepts her offering 

without embarrassment because it is what she desires to 

give as an expression of her faith. But Jesus does not 

require Mary’s anointing. Jesus does not require 

performative spirituality from Mary or any other of the 

disciples. He only asks for them to be near him, to stay 

awake, not to leave his side. We are asked to watch and 

listen and understand more deeply. To receive the grace 

of His presence. That is all. Look at Jesus, listen to Jesus, 

stay with Jesus. So much of our life is performative, so 

much of the world’s ways are merciless, judgmental and 

without grace. Jesus is not. As we go through our week, 

let us remember Jesus is close at hand. Let us remember 

this other Kingdom  we belong to, greater than the world 

of judgment, comparison, competition and deadlines. Let 

us remember that Jesus is always offering himself to us. 
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