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Footsteps of Love:  Extravagance     FaithMC   3-17-13 – John 12:1-8  
 
I loved my baseball glove. 
Every day—except in winter—I took it to school. 
 At recess we headed for the ball field where we packed as much 
  ball-playing as possible into that short respite from  
   desks and books and chalk. 
Our ball gloves were our identity; we knew each other’s gloves by sight. 
  
A neighbor boy I often played with showed me how to take care of the 
 leather on my glove. 
  He had some dark gooey leather treatment stuff that we 
   regularly rubbed into our glove. 
  It made the leather darker, richer, and more flexible— 
   more professional-looking, too. 
 And the smell—ah, the wonderful rich smell of that precious 
  leather ointment. 
 
Many decades later—and I can’t remember exactly when or where— 
 I opened a can, and there again was that wonderful smell. 
 Immediately, I was again holding my old ball glove. 
  I was rubbing the leather ointment into the pocket of the glove 
   and up along all the fingers and especially in the web. 
  I was smelling and enjoying and remembering. 
   It all came back—because of the smell. 
 
Of all our senses, smell is the most primitive, the most deeply related 
  to memory. 
 Smell memory and sensitivity is in the oldest part of our brains. 
It is said that our brain is capable of remembering 10,000 different smells.   
 
No matter what your age, very specific smells trigger very specific 
 memories. It could be anything:  the smell of zwiebach coming out of  
 the oven, the smell of warm milk from a dairy cow, the smell of  
  freshly-turned earth, the smell of Grandma. 
  
In John’s Gospel everything is more than what it seems, 
 so that smell in today’s story is not just a report about a chemical  
  reaction in the nose that stimulated a neuron in the brain. 
No, it was far more than that; it was the smell of love, an extravagant love. 
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It was not enough for Mary to say, “Jesus, I think you’re pretty neat.” 
It was not enough for Mary to give Jesus a $5 trinket from 
 the local gift shop. 
 
In those days, one denarius was a day’s wage. Mary paid 300 denarii for 
the perfume, her entire annual income, and poured it out on Jesus’ feet. 

 
Take a look at your W-2 for this year. 
Imagine going out and buying a costly perfume that took your entire 
 income for 2012. 
And then imagine pouring out that entire bottle of perfume on Jesus’ feet.   
 All of it, gone forever, except for the memory of the fragrance. 
 
Now be honest, you’re thinking exactly what Judas was thinking: 
 “That’s NOT good stewardship. It’s a total waste. 
  All that money could have been given to MCC,  
   to Bethel College, to our local church, 
   to Habitat for Humanity, to . . .” well, you get the idea. 
 
As the story-teller John makes clear, Judas doesn’t really care about the  
 poor; he’s just upset that he won’t get a chance to  
  skim some off the top for himself. 
 
Judas is into dollars, but Mary is into love, 
 love so complete that dollars become irrelevant. 
It’s a total giving, a complete emptying, an extravagant love. 
 
In our culture, dead bodies are usually embalmed before burial. 
In that culture, dead bodies were anointed with fragrant oils and spices. 
 
Just a week before his death, 
 Mary was anointing Jesus’ body for burial.  
 
She is grateful that Jesus has raised her brother Lazarus from the dead, 
 and she wants to say “Thank you.” 
What gift would YOU give if someone raised YOUR loved one 
 from the dead? I suspect that a year’s salary wouldn’t seem quite  
  so much in that case, would it? 
So part of Mary’s mind is in the past, in gratefulness.   
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But Mary is a wise and sensitive women, 
 fully in touch with the swirl of politics and religion and danger 
  that are surrounding Jesus, 
 and she seems to know that death is near. 
 
When there’s a death, we spend money we often don’t spend in life. 
 Sometimes we overdo it, but it’s a deep instinct to 
  spend on behalf of the one who has died. 
 
The deceased may have worn overalls every day, 
 but he gets buried in a coat and tie. 
She may have driven a very modest car, 
 but she rides to the cemetery in a limousine. 
His favorite chair may have been stained and old and worn, 
 but the new casket is lined with white satin. 
 
Jesus is going to die, and Mary wants to spend and give and love 
 NOW, while he’s still with her. 
 
To Judas’s objection about bad stewardship, Jesus said, “You always  
 have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.”      
 
Jesus’ words are sometimes used to justify NOT giving to the poor. 

The words are used to mean:  “Helping the poor doesn’t decrease  
the number of poor, so it’s just money down the drain—it’s a waste.” 

 
But those who quote that verse to justify not giving to the poor                     
usually don’t know and therefore don’t quote the verse from which 

Jesus took those words. 
 Jesus’ listeners on this occasion would certainly have known 
  the rest of the verse—the rest of the story. 
 
It’s from Deuteronomy 15:11 – “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.’” 
Exactly the opposite from providing an excuse not to help the poor, 
 Jesus words about “always having the poor with you” actually mean  
  that it is our ongoing obligation to help the poor. 
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But Jesus also accepts Mary’s gift for himself, for he knows he’s going to  
 die.  He even says it:  “She bought it so that she might keep it 
     for the day of my burial.” 
 
I see a very human Jesus here— 
 a Jesus who feels violent forces closing in around him, 
 a Jesus who is not afraid, but who needs the love 
that Mary provides, both through the gift itself, and the way it was given. 
 
As John tells the story, Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus, 
 pours the fragrant perfume on Jesus’ feet. 
 
Do not picture the Last Supper here,  
 with everybody sitting upright on chairs at a table. 
Most likely the guests at this special meal were reclining in couches, 
 with their feet off to one side, exposed. 
 
When this story is told in the other gospels, it is Jesus’ head that 
 is anointed. 
But in John it is his feet, 
 preparation, perhaps, for the fact that in the next chapter, 
  Jesus—in equal humility to Mary—washes the feet of 
  his 12 disciples as they recline at the Last Supper. 
 
Humility is perhaps not a strong enough word. 
Mary let down her hair. 
 And that had the same implications that it does today. 
 It wasn’t controlled.  It wasn’t respectable. 
 It wasn’t proper.  It was somewhat erotic. 
 
The smell of the costly ointment covered Jesus’ body, 
 it permeated Mary’s hair, and probably clung to the clothing 
  of all the guests long after they left the house, 
  just as the memory clung to the neurons in their brains. 
 
It was, in fact, a scandalous act, on many levels. 
But only an extravagant act could communicate the depth of Mary’s love. 
 
There is also a hint here of the fact that it was the women who stayed 
faithful to Jesus to the end. 
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 The male disciples ran away in fear at the crucifixion. 
 The women stayed, and it was the women who went to the tomb 
  on the 3rd day while the men stayed in hiding. 
 
Mary was free to love, and she dared to express it totally, freely, 
 spontaneously, extravagantly and publicly. 
 
Most of us are pretty inhibited in our expressions of love for Jesus. 
 Our love is usually done “decently and in order.” 
 
We may never become tongue-speaking, holy rolling, 
 hand-raising and dancing in the aisles kinds of folks, 
  but perhaps Mary can give us permission for at least 
 a further notch of exuberance, of freedom to say: 
  “My Jesus, I love you”—and to say it with passion. 
 
Love is always a fragrance. 
The fragrance of love permeates rooms, it permeates hearts, 
 and it permeates the world. 
 
Especially when that love is full, total, exuberant, and unashamed, 
 it plants a memory that never fades. 
 It plants an idea that transforms not only the original participants, 
  but also all who remember the smell. 
 
Does our church smell?  I hope so. 
 I hope we smell like love. 
 I hope we smell like passionate, extravagant love for Jesus 
 I hope that we can be identified by that smell. 
 I hope we become known by that smell. 
 
It’s the aroma life-changing love for God, love for Jesus, love for each  
 other, love for neighbor near and far, love for enemy. 
 
People will be surprised at such love, such strong, broad, 
 indiscriminate love. 
But that’s the way God loves us, and so we dare to give all we have,  

to let down our hair, to stare death in the face, to take the stance of a  
 servant, and to say, “I love you.  I give you all that I have.” 

      I give you all that I am.” 


