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John 12: 1-8 
1Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of 

Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead. 2There they gave a dinner for 
him. Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those at the table with him. 
3Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, 
and wiped them with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the 
perfume. 4But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to 
betray him), said, 5“Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii 
and the money given to the poor?” 6(He said this not because he cared about 
the poor, but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to 
steel what was put into it.) 7Jesus said, “Leave her alone. She bought it so 
that she might keep it for the day of my burial. 8You always have the poor 
with you, but you do not always have me.” 
 
 A few years ago, there was a story about a man in the Bronx who was 

kidnapped. His kidnappers called his wife and asked for $100,000 ransom. 

She talked them down to $30,000. The story, the news reporter said, had a 

happy ending: the man returned home unharmed, the money was recovered, 

and the kidnappers were caught and sent to jail. But, as journalist Calvin 

Trillin has asked, “Don’t you wonder what happened when the man got home 

and found that his wife got him back for a discount!?”  

 I mean, there have been times in our marriage … I’m thinking about 

the time when the sump pump broke and I had night meetings all week … or 

this past week when I was out of town at a conference and Steve was up in 

the middle of the night because the dog was sick … when he could, maybe, 

potentially, get away with bargaining for me … but really, how happy do you 

think the ending of the story was when his wife talked his kidnappers down 

to just 30% of the asking price?! Maybe there are days when we can identify 

with the wife in this story, but I’m pretty sure that most of us would like to 



 

think that if we were ever found in a similar situation our loved ones 

wouldn’t haggle over the price of our return. We’d like to think that they 

would say, “I’ll do anything for you.” Sometimes, it’s okay … even spot on … 

to be extravagant … and like the parable of the prodigal son and prodigal 

father last week, that is what today’s scripture is all about.   

 It’s six days before the Passover and Jesus has returned to the one place 

that has seemed like “home” during his ministry; the home of his closest 

friends, Mary, Martha and Lazarus. It’s just days before he enters into the 

city of Jerusalem for the last time and the writer of the Gospel according to 

John wants us to remember what is coming and the meaning behind it. So, he 

points out that Lazarus is present; the one whom Jesus brought back from 

the dead, as a reminder to the reader that what is about to unfold in the 

coming days will point, once again, to the idea that Jesus offers us a new life.  

And that new life will be marked by abundance.   

 So Jesus is gathered together with his friends and disciples to share a 

meal and in an excessive and extravagant act of devotion, Mary takes 

perfume that is worth a year’s wages for an average agricultural worker of 

the time, and she anoints Jesus’ feet. It is an act of generosity that is 

surprising in its excessiveness and, it is an action that is the ideal act of a 

disciple. It’s an act of ultimate service … the washing of feet. Jesus receives 

from Mary what he will soon offer to his disciples. So there is an aspect to 

this scripture that calls to us saying that just as we are being offered the 

extravagant gift of a new life, the clear response is that we are to share 

extravagantly with others.   

 Yet, that is so difficult to do when we are so often blinded by the 

repetition and routine of our day. I know that I often stop seeing … really 

seeing … the people and things that I see every single day. And I know that 

that must be true for others as well … because otherwise, why would a 



 

parent ever have to tell their kids to clean up the mess in their rooms only to 

get the response, “What mess!?” Or, why would a spouse leave their dirty 

socks on the floor next to the laundry basket … for several days? Or, why 

would we ever hear about people who say they feel like they’re no longer 

spouses, but more like roommates? We tend to take for granted … and then 

stop really seeing and appreciating those people and things that are right in 

front of us … even when they are of utmost importance.  

 For a period of time, when I was Executive Director at Hebron House of 

Hospitality, there was a 24-hour fundraising campaign sponsored by the 

Greater Milwaukee Foundation as the foundation sought to raise awareness 

and support for 22 different local non-profit organizations. One year, I spent 

a couple of hours on Match Day at a local grocery store with one of our board 

members. We were there collecting items for the shelters run by Hebron 

House and telling people about the Match Day opportunity to give online. I 

found myself overwhelmed with gratitude for some of the acts of generosity 

that I witnessed that day. A young mother taking the list of needed items and 

asking her daughter to try and read the words on the list and then the two of 

them walking out of the store together, the daughter carrying a bag of canned 

goods that she could barely lift with her two little arms.   

 There was a woman who asked what items were most needed and then 

returned … not with one item like most of those who donated, not even with 

one bag, but with four bags filled with toilet paper, laundry detergent, 

deodorant, coffee, pull-ups for potty training, and even apples and bananas 

that weren’t on the list, because, quote, “certainly the people in the shelters 

would like something that didn’t come out of a can.” It was an act of 

extravagance.  She had purchased the most expensive items on the list; the 

items that many others didn’t want to splurge on. Then, she had gone beyond 

what was asked and gave what she knew in her heart would be a gift that 



 

was beyond what was necessary. It was generous. It was abundant. And it 

was beautiful.   

 Of course, there were people on the other end of the spectrum, too.  

People who would not make eye contact with us or respond when we said, 

“Have a good day!” One woman, on her way into the store, stopped to hear 

our spiel, “Hi! Today is Match Day for the Hebron House, we’re collecting 

items and funds for the local homeless shelters and would really appreciate 

your help today!” Then, she stopped on the way out of the store and said, 

quote, “I don’t usually give to these things, but what I do is I buy a big bag of 

dog food to feed the raccoons who have to live in the woods every day.” There 

was stunned silence in the grocery store lobby. Neither of us knew just what 

to say in light of an expressed value that put feeding raccoons over feeding 

men, women and children. Neither of us could speak and she just walked out 

the door to her car with her cart filled with three big bags of dog food. It 

wasn’t until she was out the door that I thought to thank her for living out 

today’s lectionary text and becoming a future sermon illustration!   

 I have to think, that in today’s scripture, Judas fell prey to the same 

power that we do when we take for granted what is in front of us day in and 

day out and we stop being able to really see who and what deserves our 

attention. I have to think, that in his protest of Mary’s extravagant gift, 

Judas has been blinded by his own desire to take care of himself and his 

family, and that he has been stunned into a routine that makes it difficult for 

him to really see who is in front of him. I have to think he has been lulled 

into a pattern of action that makes it hard to see anything but his own 

assumptions of what is right. I feel for Judas in this text; because while the 

writer makes sure to tell us that he had the bad intentions of stealing the 

money that could have come from the sale of Mary’s perfume and that he will 

soon be the one to betray Jesus, I know that he’s not the only one who betrays 



 

Jesus.  It’s not because we want to or even that we intend to, but because 

we’re too busy, or too focused on something else, or too familiar with the 

situation to really see what is most important.   

The theologian, Anselm Grün, has a chapter in his book, Images of 

Jesus, in which he calls Jesus, “the One who evades us.” And Grün says that 

Jesus is beyond our images, beyond our language, beyond our definitions and 

so, Jesus keeps disappearing from us and we can never quite hold on to him 

because Jesus evades our grasp. When I read the lectionary text for today, I 

have to wonder if Jesus is the “One who evades us” so that we can never quite 

take him for granted because he is never seen quite the same way twice.  

Judas is unable to see the abundant gift of life that is being offered to him by 

a relationship with Jesus. But Mary has experienced firsthand the gift of that 

abundance and life because her brother was dead and was restored to life and 

relationship. Mary had received an extravagant gift that changed her life and 

she couldn’t help but show her gratitude through the giving of another 

generous gift.  

 Judas protests her gift of gratitude and Jesus replies by saying, “you 

always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.” Over the 

course of history, those words have been used both to justify and to condemn 

ignoring the needs of the poor. “The poor will always be around,” say some, 

“so there’s really no use in trying to help them.” But Jesus’ words to Judas 

were really a quoting of the law in Deuteronomy 15:11, whose message is 

unmistakable, “Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I 

therefore command you, ‘Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in 

your land.’” Theologian Stanley Hauerwas says about this verse, “the poor 

that we always have with us is none other than Jesus. It is to the poor that 

all extravagance is to be given.”   



 

 Jesus, the One who evades us, shows up in our lives every single day; in 

those who we are often too busy or too complacent to really see. Yes, in those 

who are financially poor and in need of shelter and life’s necessities. Also, in 

coworker who is poor in social skills and just can’t seem to build relationships 

without being awkward. And in the friend who is poor in serenity and peace 

and cannot see the gift in each day. And in the student who is poor in self-

worth and acts out because they desire attention and love.   

 The irony of this text is that the One who evades us; the one who is to 

receive an extravagant welcome, is in every person we meet. “You will always 

have the poor with you … so open your hands …” the scripture says.   

 But maybe, even before we can open our hands, we must open our eyes. 

Perhaps Jesus is the One who evades us because we are too busy behind 

screens and schedules to really see. Perhaps we become more like Judas than 

we would really like, because we get stuck in the patterns of our days and the 

patterns of our thoughts.  

 Jesus gives generously; new life to Lazarus. Lazarus’ sister, Mary, gives 

generously; a year’s wages of perfume to Jesus. Then, Jesus gives generously 

again; an entire life to give us a new way of being. Generosity breeds 

generosity and calls forth a response from us.   

 I wonder what our lives would look like if we were intentional about 

taking ourselves off of auto-pilot and really seeing those around us. I wonder 

what our relationships would look like if we decided that we would anoint the 

people in front of us, regardless of who they are, with something as 

extravagant as our full, undivided attention. I wonder what our actions 

would look like if we realized that the One who evades us is really always 

present and available to us. And I wonder what our world would look like if 

we believed that extravagant generosity, of our time and our attention, of our 



 

gifts and our resources, was an appropriate response to the generosity that 

we have already received from Jesus.   

 Today I give thanks for the witness of Mary who shows us that the life 

of a true disciple is one marked by gratitude and service. But I also give 

thanks for the witness of Judas who shows us just how normal it is to be 

blinded by our assumptions and our patterns.  Both, the one considered to be 

the most faithful and the one named as the most corrupt are welcomed to the 

table to eat with Jesus and the gift of his presence is given to both of them.  

And I thank God for that very act of extravagant generosity because it means 

that today, as we gather around the table, all will be welcomed; from the 

most faithful to the most corrupt among us.   

 Sometimes it’s okay, even spot-on, to be extravagant. And I pray that 

we will open our eyes that we might see that the One who we think evades 

us, is already right in front of us, day in and day out. And when we see, I 

pray that we might also respond to the generosity we have received as the 

scripture calls us to when it says, “open your hand to the poor and needy in 

your land.” May it be so. Amen.   

  

   

 


