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Isaiah 42:1-9; Psalm 36:5-11; Hebrews 9:11-15; John 12:1-11 

 

On this night, the first stop we make toward Gethsemane is around the table of 

Mary, Martha and Lazarus. Mary and Jesus have a relationship rife with passion. 

Two earlier scenes precede this intimate evening. First, during an earlier visit from 

Jesus, Mary had sat at his feet, hanging on his every word, while Martha worked to 

prepare the food. Jesus wanted Mary with him and rebuffed Martha’s protests. Then, 

when their brother Lazarus died, despite their efforts to keep him alive, Mary 

flashed her anger at Jesus for his absence. She was passionate, furious. 

Disappointed.  

Then, Jesus defied what she knew to be possible. He called Lazarus out of the tomb; 

he brought him back to life. She was beside herself. She fell in love all over again 

with Jesus. 

Tonight’s gospel dinner, then, is a scene that includes Lazarus, back alive after death 

and burial, together with Martha and Mary and guests Judas and Jesus at table. 

Martha has always been just on the outside of the circle of intimacy among Mary, 

Lazarus and Jesus. Loved, to be sure, but two steps back, the sibling observing it all. 

Lazarus sits with Jesus this night knowing he is in the company of someone who had 

given him his life back. 

So much energy around one table.  

At the center of the evening is passionate tension between Mary and Jesus.  

She lets down her hair. She breaks open a thousand dollars of pure nard. Neiman’s 

finest couldn’t hold a candle. She lowers her breast to his feet, caressing his bare 

toes and arches with her long hair, pouring the nard over them, massaging them.  

Exchanges don’t get more sensuous. More intimate, more charged. 

She weeps. She touches him, caresses him.  

Judas cringes. He tries to stop it. To shame it all away. 

Jesus silences him. Jesus knows that his life and his death are as near to one another 

as Mary’s beating breast. And the nard, the kisses, the tears, the soft hair, the sweet 

smell—they are there for both.  For his life and for his death. 
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You and I are always on this edge between our life and our death. It’s just that we 

rarely name it. This Mary of Bethany does for Jesus. She names the fragility of his 

life. She names its precious sweetness with her nard.  

Every life needs to be cherished in this way—sensuously, physically, passionately. 

Every life needs the touch of another, the caresses of longing to hold death at bay, 

the courage to anoint someone when death is near, the tenderness to weep over 

what losses lie ahead. 

Every life needs to be beheld in this way.  

It is good that Jesus knew this. It is good that Judas’ cringe did not overcome Jesus. It 

is good that Mary had free reign to pour nard pressed down, full measure. It is good 

she had free reign to caress Jesus’ bare feet.  

It is good that Mary beheld Jesus in this way. Her love carried him when the nard’s 

sweet smell had faded, and there was only the stench of blood. Her love held him at 

dark Gethsemane. Her eyes beheld him when he was abandoned. 

Every life needs to be beheld in this way. 

 

 


