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The Fifth Sunday in Lent: April 7th 2019 
St. John’s Lutheran Church/Summit, New Jersey 

“The Extravagance of Love” 
 

 
Grace be to you and peace, from God our Creator, Redeemer, and Life-giving Spirit. Amen. 

 In last week’s gospel lesson, we heard about two brothers and a tender, loving father. Our 

gospel text for today is also family-oriented; only this time the characters are two sisters and a brother: 

Martha, Mary, and Lazarus.  Shortly before our lesson, the story of Jesus raising Lazarus from the 

dead takes place.  And because of this, the religious authorities plot to kill Jesus.  Listen to the verses 

in John that come immediately before today’s gospel reading: (John 11:45-55) 

Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed in 
him. But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what he had done. So the chief priests 
and the Pharisees called a meeting of the council, and said, "What are we to do? This man is 
performing many signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and the Romans 
will come and destroy both our holy place and our nation." But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high 
priest that year, said to them, "You know nothing at all! You do not understand that it is better for you 
to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed."... So from that day on 
they planned to put him to death.  
 
 After today’s gospel lesson, we find that a similar fate awaits Lazarus.  The authorities plot to 

put him to death too, since it was his resurrection that caused many of the Jewish people to believe 

in Jesus.  So there is danger all around Jesus in these last few days of his life.  Danger from without 

and from within his inner circle of disciples too.  Yet it’s in the midst of all this plotting, scheming, and 

impending betrayal that Mary, Martha and Lazarus invite Jesus over for a dinner party. 

 Maybe it seems strange that these friends would throw a party for Jesus when he is so much 

at risk or perhaps they’re in denial about the rumors swirling around that say Jesus is a “wanted 

man”.  Or maybe they just decide as some people do when they’re facing death that “The party’s not 
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over until the lights go out”, so they keep on living until the moment they die. 

 My friend Dorothy Watson was that way.  Dorothy wasn’t afraid to die; she knew that this fate 

awaited every human being.  But she was determined to live as fully and fiercely as she could--- 

preferably cancer-free. So most of the time, Dorothy had the joie de vie, the joy of life.  When she 

was hospitalized at Tisch Hospital, she would often sneak out to Benjamin’s Restaurant, insisting 

that even if she was sick she didn’t have to eat lousy food!  Dorothy lived up until the day she died 

because danger or no, life was worth taking the risks to live it fully and abundantly.   

 I don’t think Mary, Martha, Lazarus and Jesus were in denial about the danger that Jesus 

was in.  I think they simply chose to celebrate life; to light one candle rather than to curse the 

darkness.  And that’s just what they did at this dinner party.  It was six days before the Passover, 

and Jesus had come to their home which was in Bethany. 

 As usual, Martha served the dinner.  Lazarus, as the male of the family reclined at table with 

Jesus, his disciples and the other guests. How wonderful it must have been for them to have Jesus 

back in their home.  After all, he was a dear friend of theirs and he had raised their brother from 

death to life, so now they finally have a chance to thank him properly.  All they wanted to do was to 

serve him --- to feast with him and celebrate with one another. 

 In this dining room a man who was once dead eats a meal.  And as the dinner guests begins 

to recall what Jesus has done, undoubtedly tears of gratitude begin to flow --- from Lazarus, Martha 

and Mary. I can almost hear the conversation as someone says, “And remember how badly Lazarus 

smelled?  Remember how we all held our noses when Jesus called him forth from the tomb? You 

remember how horrid that stench was, don’t you Jesus?”   Even as the guests are simultaneously 
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laughing and crying, another action is quietly taking place. 

 For as they eat the food that Martha keeps bringing out from the kitchen, Mary is kneeling at 

Jesus’ feet, pouring nearly a pound of Channel No. 5 over them.  This is not Chantilly that she’s 

using, but a very costly, expensive perfume.  While the others are celebrating, Mary has another 

agenda.  She wants to say, “Thank you, Lord.”  She wants Jesus to know how deeply grateful she is 

for having her dear brother Lazarus restored to their family and household.  And she wants Jesus to 

know how much she loves him and that she would do anything, anything at all to show him that she 

cares. 

 As the fragrance of her perfume begins to float throughout the room, Mary lets down her hair 

and begins to wipe Jesus’ feet.  Only a slave, only a servant would do such things for another, for it 

was the custom in Jesus’ day that people took care of their own feet.  But Mary wanted Jesus to 

know that she was eternally devoted to him, and that she would always be his both his friend and his 

servant.  What an extravagant gift Mary gave to Jesus.  You see she didn’t just lavish him with the 

finest of perfumes, she gave him the gift of herself --- serving him as he had served so many; loving 

him as deeply as he had loved others.   

 This would be such a beautiful story if it only ended at verse 3.  But as Mary silently wipes 

Jesus’ feet with her hair, Judas, the spoil sport, begins his indignant rant. Why is it that when 

someone does something special for another person, that others sometimes have to criticize and 

tear the gift apart?  What is there within human nature that can’t stand for others to be treated 

lavishly without some of us getting resentful and envious?  Maybe you and I wouldn’t fall into that 

camp, but Judas certainly did.   
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 No sooner has Mary’s perfume begun to permeate the room than Judas starts pitching a fit. 

“Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor”, he 

asked?  The writer of John’s gospel makes it clear that Judas didn’t really care for the poor.  He only 

cared that the money which could have been received from the sale of that expensive perfume (and 

probably pocketed by him since he was a thief), was instead being poured out on Jesus.  

 What an incredible contrast there is between Mary and Judas.  Mary is the model disciple. 

She gives generously and extravagantly to Jesus as her way of saying, “Thank you”.  Judas on the 

other hand, is greedy and bent on betrayal. He takes what doesn’t belong to him and uses the poor 

as an excuse!  

 But the final word in this story belongs to Jesus, as does the final word to the life of every 

believer; for Jesus is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the ending of all.  When Judas 

starts to mouth off about what the money for Mary’s perfume could have been used for, Jesus 

immediately responds by saying, “Leave her alone.  Let it be.” 

 Then he goes on to interpret Mary’s actions, not only for Judas, but for all who are at this 

dinner-party-turned-discipleship classroom. “She bought it so she might keep it for the day of my 

burial.  You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.” In effect, Jesus was 

saying that Mary has done a very good thing, for perhaps, even unbeknownst to her, she was 

anointing his body for burial, a foreshadowing of what Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus would 

just about a week later. 

 And as for the poor?  So often this saying of Jesus has been taken out of context and used 

as an excuse for not caring for the poor since they will always be around anyway.  But that is exactly 
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the opposite of what Jesus intended, both in his life and in his preparation for dying.  You see, when 

Jesus mentioned the poor in the last verse of our gospel lesson, he was likely recalling verses in 

Deuteronomy 15, “If there is among you anyone in need, a member of your community in any of 

your towns within the land that the Lord your God is giving you, do not be hard-hearted or tight-fisted 

toward your needy neighbor… Give liberally and be ungrudging when you do so, for on this account 

the Lord your God will bless you in all your work and in all that you undertake. 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.”   

 How could anyone think that the same Jesus who spent the majority of his life and ministry 

relating to and caring for people living in poverty and those on the margins of life would ever do 

anything to encourage his followers to do the opposite? Quite the contrary is true.  But Jesus also 

wants his disciples to have their priorities straight.   

There is no way that we can serve our Lord like Mary did unless we also serve those who 

are living in poverty.  There is no way we can truly be devoted to Jesus without also devoting 

ourselves to caring for those persons and things about which Jesus cared, whether it’s little children, 

elderly or sick people, those affected by disasters, or people living on the fringes and borders of life 

like so many migrants and immigrants. This is why we not only do acts of charity but also works of 

justice in the church. It’s not for our own sake that we do these things, but so we might point the way 

to God, just like Jesus did in his living dying and rising again.   

In Mary’s anointing of Jesus, faithful discipleship is fully revealed.  As we enter into these 

final weeks of our Lenten journey may our lives be a fragrant offering to Christ so that we too might 

draw others to the one who is the Servant among servants, Jesus our Savior and Friend.   Amen.  

Pastor Gladys G. Moore 


