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John 12:1-8 Common English Bible (CEB) 
12 Six days before Passover, Jesus came to Bethany, home of 
Lazarus, whom Jesus had raised from the dead. 2 Lazarus and 
his sisters hosted a dinner for him. Martha served and Lazarus 
was among those who joined him at the table. 3 Then Mary took 
an extraordinary amount, almost three-quarters of a pound, of 
very expensive perfume made of pure nard. She anointed Jesus’ 
feet with it, then wiped his feet dry with her hair. The house was 
filled with the aroma of the perfume. 4 Judas Iscariot, one of his 
disciples (the one who was about to betray him), 
complained, 5 “This perfume was worth a year’s wages! Why 
wasn’t it sold and the money given to the poor?” (6 He said this 
not because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief. 
He carried the money bag and would take what was in it.) 
7 Then Jesus said, “Leave her alone. This perfume was to be 
used in preparation for my burial, and this is how she has used 
it. 8 You will always have the poor among you, but you won’t 
always have me.” 
 
Let me take one minute to remind you where we are at this week.  Not 
that I need to remind you physically where you are at, but being a part 
of a church you have chosen to journey with us in the story of God each 
week, to ask what God is doing in your life, and to be willing to the let 
the ways of Christ change your very soul, and way of living.  By coming 
to church this Sunday you have chosen to continue the journey towards 
the cross with Christ, to follow as his disciples did.  This Sunday we find 



ourselves not far from Jerusalem and the end of Jesus’ ministry journey 
on this earth.  He is gathered into his friends home with others he 
knows.  Tensions are starting to mount amongst his friends and 
followers.  He has told them he will die soon, and they are confused as 
to who Jesus is for them.   
 
As I shared last week, Lent was a season in the ancient church when 
new disciples to the Christian way of life, would learn what it meant to 
follow Christ.  They learned to follow the story of Jesus and to let it 
change them.  On this week they would find themselves beginning to 
wonder deeply whether they really wanted this task, it meant giving up 
wealth, a desire for power, and meant humbling themselves before 
their God.  Then they came across our scripture story for today, and 
they were confused.   
 
Jesus has said to get close to God you have to get rid of those things 
financially or physically that give you power, to get close to God.  Yet 
here is a woman with oil that would allow people to live for a whole 
year without working and she breaks it over her head.  Jesus does not 
scold her.  Judas, one of the disciples, one of Jesus’ chosen is starting to 
show he is not perfect and he might even betray Jesus.  Yet, Jesus does 
not reject him, what does it mean to keep those close who might do 
you harm.  Jesus is marked as a king with oil flowing over his head, yet 
he does not use the power he surely holds to end the reign of those in 
power and bring God’s kingdom.  What does it mean to follow a prince 
of peace?  Finally, Jesus has confused his own disciples by creating 
space for this woman, whom some then and later will mark as a 
prostitute, seen as unclean by her own religion, and whom most of the 
current world would reject us not holy and he is honored by the way 
she moves in to honor him for a kingdom that even today we struggle 
to understand.   
 



This, this is the story that urged me as your pastor to choose the book 
study I chose for this Lent.  This is the story where Jesus’ story envelops 
the values of Christianity in a way that we struggle to understand.  
People are hard to hate close up, move in and get to know them.  
Today we need to get to know the woman the disciples struggle to 
know.  Speak truth to Bologna, be civil.  We have to engage in a 
common language as Christians with even those we vehemently 
disagree with and we may be harmed in the process.   Finally, and we 
will talk about this more next week, hold hands with strangers, because 
God shows up in the immigrant, the widow, and those discarded by 
society, institutions and even the church.   
 
 So today we are studying how to call out those who do not speak truth, 
and specifically those who speak half-truths which are more dangerous 
than lies.  I want to start with the quote on our GPS today:   
 
Someone who lies and someone who tells the truth are playing on 
opposite sides, so to speak, in the same game. Each responds to the 
facts as he understands them, although the response of the one is 
guided by the authority of the truth, while the response of the other 
defies that authority and refuses to meet its demands. The bullshitter 
ignores these demands altogether. He does not reject the authority of 
the truth, as the liar does, and oppose himself to it. He pays no 
attention to it at all. By virtue of this, bullshit is a greater enemy of the 
truth than lies are.  
—HARRY G. FRANKFURT 
 
Let’s turn to our scripture to understand this better.  Judas in particular 
is the one who is really struggling here, but I would call out the other 
disciples in this story too.  They criticize the woman for anointing Jesus, 
for taking this precious oil and pouring it over his head.  There 
argument is the money could have been used for something else.  A 
confession here, I too feel this way when I read this scripture.  What 



was she thinking?  That money could have funded the church for a year.  
Poor could have been fed.  And yet, that is a half-truth.  If I got a year’s 
salary extra I would probably spend it on myself.  We know that human 
nature for those who win the lottery is not to invest it, but to spend it.  
Judas gets called out in the scripture for what he might have done with 
the money, and I think he gets the harsh treatment because of what 
might happen later.  However, I bet none of us would spend this money 
totally responsibly. No one can take the complete high ground in this 
story, each side has value.  The sacred moment for Jesus and this 
woman was a powerful spiritual one…and we can never judge the 
value.  Especially when this story is recorded in multiple gospels, to 
remind us of the new kingdom Jesus was asking the people of a God 
who loved them to usher in.   
 
Let’s take a minute to listen to another version of this scripture from 
the point of the woman, and see if we can judge her actions so quickly 
when we are done.   
 
https://juniaproject.com/anointing-jesus-bethany/  was read by one of 
our members at the church.   
 
The second thing we need to recognize is the civility Jesus treated each 
person in this story with, even Judas was not called out for his faults by 
Jesus, the gospel writer in John did that.   
 
Before we begin I think we need to understand civility better, I ask us to 
turn to our GPS again for the definition I am using and I see Christ use in 
his ministry.  
 
Co-Founders for the Institute for Civility in Government, Cassandra 
Dahnke and Tomas Spath, write: Civility is claiming and caring for one’s 
identity, needs, and beliefs without degrading someone else’s in the 
process….[Civility] is about disagreeing without disrespect, seeking 



common ground as a starting point for dialogue about differences, 
listening past one’s preconceptions, and teaching others to do the 
same. Civility is the hard work of staying present even with those with 
whom we have deep-rooted and fierce disagreements. It is political in 
the sense that it is a necessary prerequisite for civic action. But it is 
political, too, in the sense that it is about negotiating interpersonal 
power such that everyone’s voice is heard, and nobody’s is ignored. 
 
Jesus in our scripture today considers the needs of everyone and 
realizes they need to know that sometimes all must be forsaken for the 
sacred moment, the one that brings God’s presence to the forefront.  A 
few short days from the crucifixion these people need to know his 
divinity and humanity, his need to be honored and others need to trust 
he can be the royalty who overcomes death, royalty born from the 
bottoms of society.  The royalty of the ancient Jewish world would have 
been anointed this way.  They were given a blessing to go and make a 
difference by God’s call.  And in the same moment Jesus’ called bologna 
on the disciples in civil way for their scolding and lack of judgement.   
 
Let’s take for example a more modern day story of this calling out half-
truths, and anointing the poor to change the world. 
 
 

 A story is told about an incident that happened during the 
thirties in New York, on one of the coldest days of the year. 
The world was in the grip of the Great Depression, and all 
over the city, the poor were close to starvation.  
 
It happened that the judge was sitting on the bench that 
day, hearing a complaint against a woman who was charged 
with stealing a loaf of bread. She pleaded that her daughter 
was sick, and her grandchildren were starving, because their 
father had abandoned the family. But the shopkeeper, 



whose loaf had been stolen, refused to drop the charge. He 
insisted that an example be made of the poor old woman, as 
a deterrent to others.  
The judge sighed. He was most reluctant to pass judgment 
on the woman, yet he had no alternative. ‘I’m sorry,’ he 
turned to her. ‘But I can’t make any exceptions. The law is 
the law. I sentence you to a fine of ten dollars, and if you 
can’t pay I must send you to jail for ten days.’  
 
The woman was heartbroken, but even as he was passing 
sentence, the judge was reaching into his pocket for the 
money to pay off the ten-dollar fine. He took off his hat, 
tossed the ten-dollar bill into it, and then addressed the 
crowd: ‘I am also going to impose a fine of fifty cents on 
every person here present in this courtroom, for living in a 
town where a person has to steal bread to save her 
grandchildren from starvation. Please collect the fines, Mr 
Bailiff, in this hat, and pass them across to the defendant.’  
 
And so the accused went home that day from the courtroom 
with forty-seven dollars and fifty cents – fifty cents of which 
had been paid by the shame-faced grocery store keeper who 
had brought the charge against her. And as she left the 
courtroom, the gathering of petty criminals and New York 
policemen gave the judge a standing ovation.  
 
Based on an incident reported by James N. McCutcheon1 
 
 

Finally, Christ reminded us we have to hold hands with those who seem 
strangers and foreign.  The old testament reminds us these are the 
                                                        
1 Silf, Margaret. One Hundred Wisdom Stories (pp. 74-75). Lion Hudson. Kindle Edition. 
 



widow, the immigrant, the orphan and those rejected.  To also remind 
us though, that we are the ones rejecting and we make our own people 
the orphan and widow.   
 
For this I want to share a story from Brené Brown’s book, Braving the 
Wilderness: 
 

There was a man in his late twenties who shared a story of 
driving from his home in Los Angeles to Newport Beach to 
visit his parents. He told me that during the morning drive 
he made a commitment to be more patient with and 
tolerant of his father. They had a long history of not getting 
along.  
 
The afternoon the man arrived, he was standing in the 
kitchen making small talk when he asked his father, “How 
are your new neighbors?”  
 
His father said, “We really like them. We’ve had them over 
for dinner a couple of times and we’ve become friends. 
They’re cooking us dinner next week. They’re Oriental and 
she’s going to make her special dumplings, so your mom is 
really looking forward to it.”  
 
The young man told me that he ripped right into his father. 
“Oriental? Jesus, Dad! Are you kidding? Racist much?” 
Before his father could even respond, he went back at him. 
“ ‘Oriental’ is so racist! Do you even know where they’re 
from? There’s no country called ‘the orient.’ How 
embarrassing!”  
 
He said that rather than engaging, his father stood in the 
kitchen with his head down. When he finally looked up at his 



son, he was teary-eyed. “I’m sorry, son. I’m not sure what 
I’ve done or not done to make you so angry. I just can’t do 
anything right. Nothing I do or say is good enough for you.”  
 
There was total silence.  
 
Then his father said, “I’d stay and let you tell me what an 
asshole I am, but I’m taking the neighbor I supposedly hate 
to pick up her husband from cataract surgery. She doesn’t 
drive and he took a cab this morning.”  
 
During the interview, the man told me that he didn’t know 
what to do or say so he just walked away before his dad left 
the kitchen.2 

 
 
Friends, this story should be enough to make us understand that we 
need boundaries created by God’s love to really be able to see where 
God is in each situation.  It will not always be simple to see the 
blessings God is offering others, right under our noses.  It will always be 
easier to judge and be the ones creating the bologna about what really 
happened in any situation.  The only rule Christ really left us with, the 
only commandment, the Golden rule, was about moving in and loving 
others.  The rest of understanding of how to follow Christ will take 
work, will take learning, and will take us getting out of the way with our 
misconceptions, getting to know strangers and trusting God might be 
somewhere in the mess of life.   
 

                                                        
2 Brown, Brené. Braving the Wilderness (pp. 110-111). Random House 
Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 
 



I leave you all with the blessing I share at the end of funerals, because 
we are getting closer to a big end of life moment in a few weeks, Good 
Friday. 
 
We have but little time to grace those who we walk with, 
So make haste to be kind, 
Be swift love, 
And be gentle with yourself and the world around you. 
Go in the Peace of God, Amen 
 
 


