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 According to the Gospel of John, this would have been the last Saturday night of 

Jesus’ life
1
.  He was having dinner at the home of friends – namely, Mary and Martha 

and their brother Lazarus.  Already the Jewish authorities were preparing to arrest Jesus 

and he was no longer traveling out in the open
2
.  But here at his friends’ home, he could 

enjoy dinner as the Sabbath day ended. 

 

 What looked like a simple dinner party, though, was actually an extraordinary 

dinner party.  Look at who was present:   

 

There was Lazarus who had recently been dead for four days, until Jesus raised 

him from the grave
3
.  (Imagine the conversation starters:  “So Lazarus, what exactly was 

it like to be dead?”  “Did you wonder what was going on with the cloth wrapped around 

your feet?” 

 

There was Judas who was in a cranky mood.  Perhaps he had already decided to 

betray Jesus and he was sick of the charade of pretending to still be a supporter.  Within 

a week, Judas would lead soldiers to arrest Jesus at one of their favorite prayer spots in a 

garden across from the Kidron Valley
4
.  Maybe he had already received his blood money

5
 

from the authorities. 

 

Martha was serving the food but Mary, her sister, had other plans.   

 

////// 

 

 Have you ever been in the situation of having a person save the life of someone 

you love?  Maybe a doctor, a lifeguard, a firefighter?   

 

I can only imagine the profound and utter gratitude you would feel.  There is 

nothing you could ever do to repay that person.   

 

 This is what Mary must have felt for Jesus.  Her brother was not merely near 

death.  He was dead.  He’d been dead for four days.  But there he was sitting at table with 

Jesus and the other men, enjoying his post-Sabbath dinner.   

                                                 
1
 It was six days before the Passover (John 12:1) and according to John 19:14, Passover started on the 

Friday evening of the crucifixion.  Six days before would be a Saturday night just after the end of the 
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2
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 2 

 

Mary must have been enormously grateful.  We are told that she had taken a 

year’s salary – about 300 denarii
6
 – and with that money, she had purchased a pound of 

expensive perfume.  It was made of “nard” or “spikenard”  - a plant which was imported 

from the Himalayan mountains.  Only God knows where Mary got her hands on a pound 

of perfume from what is now Tibet or Nepal.  But she did. 

 

For centuries, the oil from the roots of this common plant had been used for 

medicinal purposes.  It was used for everything from insomnia to epilepsy.  And, when 

massaged into the head or burned in the form of incense, it had “a tranquilizing effect.”
7
 

 

Jesus clearly states that this spikenard perfume was also appropriate for burial.  

“She bought it,” he said, so that she might keep it for the day of my burial.”   

 

////// 

 And then he said this:  

 

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

It is perhaps one of the most misunderstood verses in all of scripture.   

 

Some have interpreted it to mean that lavish living is sanctioned by Jesus.  It’s the 

notion that there are so many social problems, so many people living in poverty, so many 

global injustices that we cannot possibly help everyone, so we may as well spend what 

we have on yourselves.   

 

But this interpretation is mistaken. 

 

 Verse 8 is a variation of a Hebrew verse spoken by Moses: 

 

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.”
8
 

 

Part of being a faithful person who obeys God is giving to those in need. 

So then, what do we do with Jesus’ comment: 

 

“you will always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me” ? 

 

 According to one great scholar -  Raymond Brown -  Jesus was teaching some 

ancient rabbinic theology here.   Jesus was saying that sometimes an act of mercy – for 

                                                 
6
 Laborers earned about 1 denarii a day, so 300 denarii would be about a year’s wages. 

7
 See http://www.crimson-sage.com/nardostachys-jatamansi.html 

8
 Deuteronomy 15:11 



 3 

example, preparing someone for burial – supersedes an act of justice such as giving to the 

poor.
9
 

 

////// 

 

Unless we’ve have family members in the funeral home business, we tend to think 

of those who work with the dead to be creepy, ghoulish characters.   

 

But in spiritual terms, those who tend to the dead serve a sacred mission. 

////// 

 

For over 2000 years in the orthodox Jewish tradition, there have been burial 

societies.  They are called Chevra Kadisha
10

 -- a holy group of laymen and laywomen 

who perform a final “mitzvah” – an act of kindness, for people who clearly cannot pay 

them back.  It is a gift to them, a final act of respect.    

 

While verses are read and prayers are prayed, a group of men (if the deceased is 

male) or women (if the deceased is female) gently and lovingly wash the body and 

prepare it for burial.  The washing is called a tohorah. 

 

Throughout Jewish history, the loving care of the dead was seen as a sacred 

responsibility.  We see this throughout the Hebrew scriptures: 

 

- Abraham purchased a cave for the burial of his beloved Sarah
11

 

- David commended those who respectfully buried the bones of Saul and his 

sons
12

 

 

It was also Biblically clear that if you lived a life of sin or God was punishing you, your 

burial would not be respectful.  The dead body of the wicked Jezebel, for example, was 

eaten by dogs.
13

  

 

 And as most of us know by now, Jesus barely received a proper burial.   

 

 Most people who died by crucifixion were left on the cross to be eaten by birds.  

Or they were thrown into a ditch and covered with lime.
14

   

 

Actually, it appears that the fate of Jesus’ body would have indeed been the ditch, since – 

according to John’s gospel – leaving a body on the cross during Passover was considered 

                                                 
9
 See:  http://www.lectionarystudies.com/studyg/lent5cag.html  and the note on verse 8.  This comes from 

Raymond Brown’s great commentary The Gospel According to John I – XII (Anchor Bible Series), 1997. 
10

 Pronounced “hevra kadeesha.”  See  http://www.theburialsociety.com/html/chevra.html 
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 Genesis 23:4-19 
12

 1 Samuel 31:12-13, 2 Samuel 2:4-5 
13

 Deuteronomy 28:25-26, 1 Kings 21:23, 2 Kings 9:33-37 
14

 See: http://craigaevans.com/Burial_Traditions.pdf  “Jewish Burial Traditions and the Resurrection of 

Jesus by Craig A. Evans, Acadia Divinity College. 
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disrespectful to the Jews and the Roman authorities had no interest in upsetting the 

Jewish majority, at least during peace time.   

 

This is why the Roman soldiers asked Pilate if they could break the crucified 

prisoners’ legs so that they would die faster and then, we can assume, they would be 

tossed like garbage on the side of the road.
15

   But at least they’d be off those high crosses 

so that the Jews wouldn’t have to see them up there on their way to the temple for 

Passover. 

 

 If we are familiar with the story, we know that Jesus’ legs were not broken 

because he died relatively quickly.
16

  And he was not tossed into a ditch because one of 

his followers – a man named Joseph of Arimathea – personally asked Pilate to allow him 

to take Jesus’ body.  

 

 Joseph and another man – Nicodemus
17

 -- anointed Jesus’ body with myrrh and 

aloes, wrapped his body with spices in linen cloths, and placed his body in a new tomb.  

It had to be quick because – between Passover and the Sabbath – there were other sacred 

duties to begin. 

 

 The burial of Jesus was rushed, and yet, it wasn’t.   

 

 Just a few days before his execution, he was having dinner with Mary and Martha 

and Lazarus, and of all the disciples, of all those Jesus had told about his impending death 

– most of them didn’t get it.  They didn’t understand that Jesus was really going to die.  

Maybe they didn’t believe it could happen – that God would let his Son die. 

 

 But here was Mary who had witnessed with her own eyes what Jesus could do.  

And if Jesus said he was going to die for them
18

, then – by God – she believed him. 

 

 Mary, not knowing if she would ever see Jesus again after this night, performed 

one last kindness to her LORD, one loving mitzvah.   

 

 The fragrance of the nard filled the room as she anointed Jesus feet with the 

expensive perfume.  And then – in a shockingly intimate act – Mary wiped his feet with 

her hair.   

 

She was so devoted, so moved by his sacrifice that she gave her whole self to him.  

One Last Kindness to someone who had blessed her life. 

 

////// 

 

                                                 
15

 John 19:31 
16

 John 19:33  Most people died after many, many hours on the cross.  Jesus died in about 3 hours 

according to Luke 23:44. 
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 I was reading recently about U.S. Army specialists called the 92 mikes – better 

known as the specialists in Mortuary Affairs, described as the Army’s “exquisitely 

reverent system for returning fallen soldiers to their families.”   

 

For those of you – like me – who are civilians, “every Army job has a numerical 

designation – infantrymen are 11B, medics are 91W, truck drivers are 88M – and those 

who handle the dead go by the designation 92M, or ‘ninety-two mike.’”  The 92 mikes 

are a small specialty – there are only two companies in the whole army.
19

 

 

But these are the men and women who lovingly perform The Last Kindness for 

our fallen troops.  The motto of the 92 mikes is “Dignity.  Reverence.  Respect.” 

 

They situate themselves in strategic locations in the event of casualties.  And in 

the event a soldier dies, they venture out to gather the fallen, often risking their own lives.   

 

The details of their care sound like a page out of a Jewish ritual book --- the 

gentle cleaning of the body, the tender gathering of special effects, the reverence given to 

every movement.   

 

Upon arriving back in this country at Dover, the dead are dressed in clean, crisp 

uniforms and appointed with the appropriate awards and insignias.  Their personal effects 

are placed in velveteen pouches.  And  every tradition is impeccably carried out to honor 

those who have made the ultimate sacrifice.
20

  

 

What the 92 mikes do is not a gory, scary job.  It is a sacred job that venerates 

those who have died for a greater cause. 

 

///// 

This is what Mary of Bethany was trying to do for Jesus – venerate him in the 

best way she possibly could. 

 

She teaches us in her actions. 

 

Mary reminds us that Jesus is worth all this.   

Jesus is fairer.  Jesus is purer. Even if our hearts our heavy, Jesus gives us reason 

to sing.
21

  This is our Savior – the One who can perform miracles in this life and 

promises us resurrection in the life to come. 

 

Surely we can make sacrifices that would please Jesus.  Which brings me to the 

second thing Mary teaches us: 

 

Mary reminds us to strive for something besides ourselves.  Mary reminds us to 

perform acts of kindness to those most in need of help.  One great hymn puts it this way: 

                                                 
19

 Baum, Dan “Two Soldiers – How the Dead Come Home.” The New Yorker, August 9, 2004. 
20

 Ibid. 
21

 From the hymn Fairest Lord Jesus byMunster Gesangbuch; trans. by Joseph August Seiss. 
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Open wide our hands in sharing as we heed Christ’s ageless call, 

Healing, teaching, and reclaiming, serving Christ by loving all.
22

 
 

What would happen if we lived as if these were the last days?  The last days of a loved 

one’s life.  The last days of a stranger’s life.  The last days of our lives. 

 

 What can we do to fill the room with the fragrance of great sacrifice and 

love?  This is our challenge as we move towards Jerusalem with Jesus. 

 

 May we seek out mitzvahs – acts of kindness – to perform, especially to people 

who cannot repay us. 

 

 May we clean what is dead – a tohorah – and make it beautiful again. 
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 From the last verse of God Whose Giving Knows No Ending by Robert L. Edwards. 


