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Lent 5: Year C—April 3, 2022 

All Saints’, Littleton 

The Rev. Curtis Metzger 

Isaiah 43: 16-21 
Psalm 126 
Philippi 3: 4b-14 
John 12: 1-8 
 

Today is the last Sunday of Lent before Palm Sunday, next week, and 
Holy Week. In the readings this morning we hear of the foreshadowing of the 
events in a variety of ways. In the lesson from Isaiah we hear the prophet 
proclaim that a new thing is about to be done. At the time he was anticipating 
the overthrow of the Babylonian empire and the release of the captives of 
Israel to return to Judah and Jerusalem. He speaks to a people who have long 
been in captivity and still long for the glory days. But he tells them that God is 
going to do a new thing for them and for their nation, and will bring them 
home through the desert. This is, in effect, the promise of a second exodus. 
The Psalm, as usual, is a reflection on the Old Testament reading, as it speaks 
of ‘the fortunes of Zion (Israel)’ being renewed.  

In Paul’s letter to the Philippians his commentary on the cross is also 
used as foreshadow for the events of next week. He talks about his reversal of 
understanding about righteousness that was once based on his strict 
adherence to the Law, to one of understanding that his righteousness now 
comes through faith in the message of the cross and Christ’s victory there. He 
says what he counted as gain (that he was a Pharisee and proud of his strict 
adherence to the law), he now counts as loss. Some years for this Sunday we 
sing When I Survey the Wondrous Cross, which nicely echoes Paul’s thoughts 
when in the first verse we sing: “My richest gain I count but loss, and pour 
contempt on all my pride.” 

And then he encourages us to forget what lies behind ( a nice echo of 
the Isaiah passage) and to  ‘press on toward the goal for the prize of the 
heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus’. In some sense it sounds as if he is 
exchanging one kind of works-based righteousness for another—he may not 
work for salvation through the Law, but now he will work his way to salvation 
through Christ. Except, of course, that Paul had a deep appreciation that it is 
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all grace, and his only ‘work’ really is to stay open to God so God can work in 
him—because “Christ Jesus has made me his own”. 

So, this week we begin to approach Holy Week, letting go of things that 
are in the past, and looking forward to what God will do in our future. This is 
timely as we are hopefully emerging from the pandemic.  And the foundation 
of this preparation for new things, oddly enough, is remembering our core 
story of God’s love for us through the events of Holy Week. 

And on to the gospel….this is where I really want to focus. The gospel 
lesson this morning is one of powerful and perplexing imagery. In John’s 
gospel we hear a variation of a story that also appears in the synoptic gospels---
all with their own twist. It tells of Mary of Bethany who pours an expensive 
essential oil/perfume on Jesus’ feet and dries them with her hair. The oil is 
‘pure nard’.  A few years ago I got interested in what this was and so I looked 
it up on the internet. Nard is short for ‘spikenard’, and is a plant that grows 
in the Himalayas from about 9,800 to 16,500 feet; it grows about 3 feet tall 
and has pink bell flowers. It is the rhizomes or tubers of the plant that, when 
crushed, create the fragrant essential oil. That it grew at high elevation in the 
Himalayas, was processed there and exported to Palestine is tribute to why it 
was so precious. And yes, it is available on the internet!, so I bought some. 
[send around sample on paper]. 

It is interesting that all 4 gospels have some sort of story like this one in 
John. In Mark (14) and Matthew (26) this took place in Bethany, not far from 
Jerusalem, in the house of ‘Simon the leper’ two days before the beginning of 
Passover. It was an unnamed woman, and she poured it over his head. In 
Luke it was in the home of Simon the Pharisee, and another unnamed 
woman notorious for her sins, came in a wet his feet with her tears, anointed 
them with the costly ointment, and causes a scandal among the guests. Jesus 
contrasts the reception that Simon gave him with the reception the woman 
gave him, and forgives her sins. 

But John has a very different account of this story….and as you know, 
the gospel writers each had their own particular take on things and why they 
told them the way they did. [Remember, these stories were written down 
somewhere between 40 and 60 years after the death of Jesus, so much of this 
was ‘oral tradition’ for a long time]. But John has this story in Bethany in the 
house of Mary, Martha and Lazarus. It takes place just before he enters 
Jerusalem (and again, foreshadowing of next week for us), and soon after he 
raised Lazarus from the dead. Just before this story in the gospel and after 
Lazarus was raised is this passage in John 11:  
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45 Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what he 
did, believed in him; 46 but some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what 
Jesus had done. 47 So the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered the council, and said, 
“What are we to do? For this man performs many signs. 48 If we let him go on thus, 
everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and destroy both our holy 
places and our nation.” 49 But one of them, Ca′iaphas, who was high priest that year, 
said to them, “You know nothing at all; 50 you do not understand that it is expedient 
for you that one man should die for the people, and that the whole nation should not 
perish.” 
 
Again, more foreshadowing of what is to come.  
 As Mary took the jar of nard in John’s gospel she did an amazing thing. 
Remember, Mary was the dreamy one who her sister Martha complained 
about when there was work to do and she found Mary sitting at Jesus’ feet 
listening to him with the men while Martha was cooking dinner. Though 
washing of feet was customary in welcoming guests, it was usually done by 
servants or the guest themselves. Touching the feet was considered ‘unclean’. 
So for Mary to use this expensive perfume on his feet—the equivalent cost of 
about a year’s wages at the time—and then to dry his feet with her hair was just 
bizarre. 
 Santucci, in “Meeting Jesus: A New Way to Christ”, painted the scene in 
this way:  
 
….But Jesus felt neither distaste nor embarrassment at her touch. He felt the scented 
liquid flowing over him from the broken vase. He breathed in the sweet perfume. Then 
he felt her hands on his ankles as they spread the liquid and massaged it into the pores, 
and he watched her bowed head when her hair, with its soft warmth, dried his feet 
again…..In Lazarus’s house she had often been close to him like this, at the level of his 
knees, so often urging him to talk; and now for the last time. It was the lot of Mary of 
Bethany, this mute and crouching woman, that we shouldn’t know anything about her 
height or her voice. And with his great praise Jesus rewarded on that day not only her 
scent but her long patience as a listener…..He knew this was an operation dealing not 
with life and the senses, but with death. And nothing is more chaste than death and 
the way we treat a corpse. So he said to the others there: ‘By pouring this ointment over 
me, which she had kept for my burial, she has anointed my body in advance.’ He knew 
that for Mary of Bethany his passion—which lay three days ahead—had already 
happened, that very moment and in that cheerful dining room, and it was as though he 
were already hanging from the cross and her hair were attempting to dry not only the 
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spikenard but also his blood. Like austere old Simeon, and Mary his mother, this small 
woman was a prophetess of his passion and the first witness of Christ crucified.” (pp. 
136-137) 
 

In the Mark and Matthew accounts of this story, the last sentence, after 
Jesus rebukes those who complain about the waste of such a precious 
resource, he says, “Truly, I say to you, wherever this gospel is preached in the 
whole world, what she has done will be told in memory of her.” And two 
thousand years later, as today is our witness, he was right. 

Truth be told, in the day-to-day busyness of life, I’d be more inclined to 
side with Judas. And normally I would have thought Jesus would have too! So 
what does this tell us? You know, I think there are times when we just have to 
stop and be a little lavish on one another, the ‘body of Christ’, as it 
were…..well, within reason, we are Yankees after all! But of course this is more 
than just ‘treating’ ourselves or others. For Mary it was a profound outpouring 
of love….and that is what we are called to—profound outpourings of love; and 
we are, by the grace of God, so capable of this love. As St. Paul said, we ‘press 
on to the high call’, forgetting what lies behind and moving onward to what 
God calls us to—building that heavenly kingdom, the new Jerusalem, here on 
earth . And so, as I often say for the offering sentence, ‘continue to walk in 
love, as Christ loves us, and gave himself an offering and sacrifice to God’. 
Gird yourself with towel, break open the bottle, and love—his feet, his hands, 
his body is all around you! 

 

  


