
“Filled with fragrance”  John 12:1-11 
  

Last week we spoke about the prodigal father in the parable told by 

Jesus.  We basked in the love of a God who would recklessly abandon all 

human expectations, for the sake of love.  Today, on the occasion of Mary 

pouring out a whole pint of expensive perfume on Jesus' feet and 

wiping them with her hair, it almost feels as if we are seeing this 

divinely extravagant love being expressed by a human follower of Jesus.  

Hers is a deep Love, for Jesus, and for life itself which he made so 

precious and abundant. 

 Time is getting short.   The chief priests are out to get Jesus, and now 

they’ve added Lazarus to their list, the one Jesus raised form the dead, the 

brother of Mary and Martha.  That’s why there was no place Jesus would 

rather be now, than this dinner party given for him at the home of his good 

friends, a trusted community at a time when life had him feeling 

vulnerable.  Friends with whom the unknowns and knowns could be faced 

without fear.  This was a home into which life’s worst had recently come 

(death itself), but also a home where they were learning to live each 

moment fully, as a gift.    

The tension outside this home was building because Jesus soon 

would leave this place of safety and head to his final Passover in 

Jerusalem. Mary feels vulnerable for him and for her brother – she feels 

how fragile life can be.  And in this moment, passing, as the shadows of 

suffering are cast upon their longing for safety, Mary makes a bold choice, 

and an extravagant gift.   She takes the pint of costly perfume that she was 

saving for Jesus’ death and pours all of it out in devotion upon the weary 

feet of our Lord.   Steadily the fragrance of the perfume filled the whole 

house--this house which not long before had known the stench of death. 

Her act was a bold acknowledgement of “death,” that it was closing in; but 

it was also a faithful claim that this moment can be filled with by love, the 

gift that makes life precious.  Mary, a follower of God’s son, shows that 

love is with us in each moment.  Even when the world is driving toward 

fear and hatred, violence and death, love holds us and all our moments and 

shows us the way through: an extravagant act from a pure heart which 

wills only one thing: love.  This act is like a first glimmer anticipating the 



shining of the noon day sun upon the human drama of Good Friday.   For 

on that day the song of love was sung, a song which Mary already hears in 

her heart. 

 Now if this all sounds to you like the foolish talk of dreamers and 

mystics, then beware: there is another way of thinking that can sound so 

sensible, but it’s not the way of love and life. It’s the way of Judas Iscariot 

who complains that, “the perfume could have been sold for a lot of money 

and it could have been given to the poor.”  Sure there’s some truth in that.  

But the problem with half truths is that within them there are also half lies.  

And how much can you trust the only person in the house making this 

pronouncement, whose heart and judgment would prove to be the 

darkest—the man who was stealing from the purse of the first Christian 

community and who would later betray the Lord.  How easy it is to talk in 

the abstract about concern for “humankind” (“the poor”) but then be 

stealing and turning upon those who are real people closest to you. Even 

the other disciples, who were often slow to perceive what was going on, 

especially when Jesus started speaking about his pending death, even they 

had the spiritual sensitivity to realize Mary had done something very 

beautiful to honor the Lord.   

 Jesus response to Judas is blunt and to the point.  “Leave her alone, 

Judas.  You don’t understand.  Love does not act out of fear and scarcity.  

It acts out of hope and abundance.  Mary’s love is real, even against the 

reality of death.  She has pour out her love for me today, because I may 

not be here tomorrow.”  I felt a little like this yesterday when Letty and I 

stopped to visit my son’s family with their baby Margo.  We talked a little 

about whether they might all travel to Virginia in the Fall for the wedding 

of my niece Erin.  (These days, with jobs and commitments and living in 

different parts of the country, it seems like the years go by and our 

families grow and change, and we don’t all get to spend time being family 

together.)  So when we think about the expense of getting rooms for 

everyone for two days and the travel and all involved, we think “Maybe 

we shouldn’t spend a lot of money.”  But then we remember that the years 

are rushing by, my mother is going to be 90 and has yet to see her new 



great grandchild.   So, what could be more important than being together 

for a celebration with those you love.  Heck yes! Let’s use that costly 

perfume!  Let’s celebrate love and life in the moments that given, 

especially when the dark clouds are gathering.  In this we honor the Lord 

of Love and Life, who would soon be washing the feet of his disciples and 

saying, “Love one another, as I have loved you.” 

 But let me leave you with this one observation: after pour the 

perfume upon the feet of our Lord, Mary then wiped it off with her hair.  

Why?  Might it be that she sensed the Resurrection would come soon after 

the death?  That love is bond that can never be broken, even by death?  

Maybe someday we can meet Mary and ask her all about it.  Amen.    
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