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In August 2021 an interesting project was launched by the University of Sussex, when they asked 60.000 volunteers about their views on human kindness. It was an online study in collaboration with BBC Radio 4 and it was reported to be the largest in-depth study on kindness ever undertaken. One of their surprising findings was that the reason, which most often prevented acts of kindness, was people’s fear that their actions may be misunderstood. 


Well, in our NT passage, read to us by Peter from John’s Gospel, we find Mary of Bethany performing a great act of kindness which easily lends itself to be misunderstood. In the middle of a festive meal given in honour of Jesus, Mary opens a jar of very expensive, highly scented nard oil and anoints Jesus’ feet with it. Then she publicly undoes her hair and uses it to wipe off the excess oil. In its cultural setting, and perhaps in any cultural context, it is a scandalous act. Not just on Mary’s part but also in the way Jesus responds to the kindness. So, why is it recorded?

 We are used to finding narratives in John’s Gospel, in which the metaphorical meaning is often more important than the historicity of events. But this anointing of Jesus is recorded in all four gospels in some version or other indicating that the original story may have been remembered and interpreted differently by the different early witnesses. Mark, followed by Matthew, places the event in Bethany, at the outskirts of Jerusalem in the last days of Jesus’ life, as does John, but in the house of Simon the Leper and with an un-named woman anointing Jesus’ head. Whereas in Luke’s version we are in the house of Simon the Pharisee in rural Galilee with a prostitute gate-crashing a dinner party, highlighting the inappropriateness of the action even stronger than the others. 


So if we look at this kind act in John’s Gospel, the latest of all the gospels, with this background in mind, we can see how it has been misunderstood by everyone around Jesus. It receives a universal condemnation, not just by Judas, but also the rest of the disciples as well as the host of one of the dinner parties representing the general public. Jesus is the only one who gets it. At least we think he does. Because, of course, no one really knows Mary’s inner motivation. She does not get a speaking part. Judas, on the other hand, does and his words give a very reasonable and logical analysis, why Mary’s action is wrong and it is also a veiled reproach towards Jesus for not condemning Mary’s action. The expensive oil should have been sold and the money used for charitable purposes. Jesus should be pleased that his own deep concern for the poor and the needy is being shared by Judas and is given priority over some ‘spur of the moment’, extravagant outpouring of mere emotion. 

But Jesus, who is the only one who truly knows what’s coming to him, far from condemning Mary, actually defends her, what’s more, he will replicate her intimate action within a few days, when he bends down to wash his disciples’ feet.  He interprets Mary’s action from his own predicament and receives it as an anointing for burial: A thoughtful and beautiful act of kindness, a soothing, comforting expression of deep love offered regardless of prevailing standards and social conventions, which speaks for itself without any reasoned words, or theologically correct explanations. 


In the well known and very popular musical My Fair Lady when young Freddie professes his undying love for Eliza Doolittle, rather than feeling flattered, she gets really annoyed and says – in song, of course, “Words, words, words! I’m so sick of words! ...Don’t call the stars burning above, If you ‘re in love, show me!” Or in today’s parlance, ‘don’t just talk the talk, but walk the walk as well’.

It could be a good Lenten exercise to acknowledge that, we in the church are as good as anyone at talking the talk. We know the right words to say, the right hymns to sing, the appropriate prayers to offer. And we are hoping that they are pleasing to God. And sure enough, there are times, when the verbal proclamation of love is called for. We may remember Peter’s post-Resurrection meeting with Jesus by the sea of Tiberias recorded later in John’s Gospel. Peter had to say it three times that he really, really, really loved his Lord, before it was accepted and rewarded with a new commission to carry on the work of the Kingdom.

But there are other times, when mere words are simply not enough to express the depth of love and that supper time in Bethany was one of those occasions. It may be a fair assumption that when Mary broke that jar of oil and wasted its precious contents on Jesus’ feet, she had, in fact given away all she had of any value. So, if she was not thinking of Jesus’ burial, could her action be taken as a fore-shadowing not just of the foot-washing, but also of that great divine love, which motivated Jesus to give away all he had, even his very life? Another Lenten question for us may be, how much are we willing to give away as an expression of our love for God? Are we even thinking in those terms?

Well, Judas wasn’t. His criticism echoes an age-old complaint against the Church and religion in general, voiced by those, who measure the worth of anything in financial terms. How is it that we spend more on the upkeep of our religious institutions, on beautiful, richly decorated places of worship than on helping those often in dire need, living on the edges of society? And specifically, how is it possible to justify the highly controversial words attributed to Jesus here: “The poor you have always among you, but you will not always have me” (John 12:8). Does Jesus rank himself higher than the poor and needy of this world? 

Understandably, this is not an easy question to answer, and there have been many attempts by interpreters of Scripture to explain and defend Jesus’ words. Some say Jesus quotes from Deutoronomy (15:11) where the Israelites are told by God through Moses that “The poor will always be with you in your land and that is why I command you to be open-handed towards any of your countrymen there, who are in poverty and need”. Others are saying that this is exactly what Mary does. She is not thinking in general terms about being kind, open-handed with her giving, but looks at the person right in front of her, recognises Jesus’ need of comfort and support and with whole-hearted devotion she strengthens him for the things he has to face. This is quite a compelling interpretation, one from which we can learn to see and identify the needs, physical and spiritual, of those right in front of us. But, there is also a problem with it. If this was Mary’s motivation, we would have to think that she would have done the same to any needy person who presented themselves to her. And we have to say that at that stage this would have been highly unlikely.

No, Mary’s kind act is specifically directed to Jesus, as an expression of overflowing love with probably no thought to anything or anybody else at that moment. She doesn’t seem to care whether her action is misunderstood, or not. She just goes ahead and lets herself be guided by her heart.  Did her action contradict both the Jewish and Christian imperative to share God’s particular concern for the poor and the needy?  Does the timing of the act matter?  Are we to follow her example when we decide the priorities of our walk 
with God?  These are good Lenten questions for us to ponder. Answers on a postcard please! - as Ian would say. 

Well, – according to John’s narrative – Mary performed her act of kindness at a time, which turned out to be the very last time she saw Jesus alive. It was an occasion never to be repeated. After that she didn’t have Jesus anymore, so the timing did matter to her. It was there and then she needed to show her love and gratitude to Jesus. After all it was Jesus who had restored her brother to her in a most miraculous way, recorded just in the previous chapter. It was Jesus, in whom she recognised the hand and voice and love of God. It was this Jesus who taught her about a new way of being, in which there was no shortage of love and compassion so that, if you lavished it on one person, there was nothing left for others. 

Having received all this in the presence of Jesus and experienced the way Jesus had received her extravagant gift, we can imagine how Mary was encouraged and made to understand the implications of her own act. And later in the light of the Resurrection, it would have all become even clearer to her. As the reality of Jesus stayed with her and remained accessible to her, in spite of his torturous death, she would have arrived at the insight that one does not have to choose between giving one’s all to God in Jesus or giving without counting the cost to those in need. That presence would be a constant guide and motivating power for her to act the way Jesus would have acted.  Or as one preacher put it, “the poor with us and Jesus with us becomes the same thing”.

As we come to the Table of Thanksgiving, we too are graciously reminded of that same constant presence and receive the same encouragement. Whilst we honour our Lord and are being fed by him, we are also granted the wisdom to discern how and when to concentrate on the ‘poor and needy’ and care for them in his name. May God bless us as we do.
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