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Leave Her Alone – John 12:1-8 

 

Let us pray: Let our mouths be filled with laughter and our tongues be filled 
with joyful shouts as our Lord does great things for us.  Amen. 

 A little girl hugged her grandmother and said, "Mmmmm! You smell so 
wonderful, Grandmother! Is that Oil of Old Lady?" Have you ever noticed 
how a particular smell or aroma can bring back memories. You smell 
something and before you know it your mind has taken you back to when 
you were a child. 

One of the traditions I looked forward to in the Episcopal Church was 
the sweet scent of incense, especially during the high holy days.  Fond 
memories of that time come flooding back from my old church.   

Scientists say that while words go to the thinking part of the brain, 
smells-fragrances--go to the emotional part, the amygdala. That's why a 
whiff of that incense also brings back, for a brief moment, the time that my 
family all worshipped together and why a bit of incense is the smell of the 
divine period in my life. 

This passage from John's gospel is a "fragrant" text. Jesus' friend 
Mary--she is only named in John--takes a box of very expensive perfume 
and with it she bathes the feet of Jesus. Scholars say that the perfume was 
worth in today's currency as much as $10,000.  

It may strike us as strangely sensual when Mary wipes the perfume 
into his feet with her long, flowing hair. It's an amazing scene. Matthew’s 
Gospel 26:13, adds a memorable remark from Jesus: 

"I tell you the truth that wherever in the whole world, this good news 
is announced, what she has done will also be told in memory of her." 

Incredible! Jesus actually said that whenever the Gospel story is told--
wherever it is told--the thing that Mary did will always be talked about. Two 
thousand years later, in a place half way around the world, what Mary did 
long ago is still being told. It is a lasting tribute to a woman's love for Jesus 
Christ. 

I think Mary wanted to demonstrate that she loved him and that she 
understood, as he set his face toward Jerusalem and the cross, the pain he 
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was about to bear. She wanted to identify with him in the way that he had 
identified with her so long ago in her own struggles.  

Mary expressed her love in this profound, lovely way. But there is a 
cautionary reality to what Mary did. Our Gospel lesson captures a significant 
moment during the final days of Jesus’ life.  

Today we hear a story of incredible love. The journey to Jerusalem 
that our Lord predicted during the Epiphany Season has become a cold 
reality as Holy Week approaches. John tells us that Jesus is at the home of 
Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, a place that was an island of serenity for him 
during a troubling time.  

Storm clouds are gathering around Jesus’ head. The Pharisees and the 
Temple posse were nipping at Jesus’ ankles and plotting his destruction. Our 
Lord’s speaking with the Samaritan woman at the well, healing on the 
Sabbath, and eating with the unclean has essentially drafted his death 
sentence.  

His decision to return to within five miles of Jerusalem, in order to 
raise his friend Lazarus from the dead, has given his enemies an opportunity 
to pounce upon him and bring a quick end to this Jesus Movement. But for a 
little while all the ugliness and threats are pushed back as Jesus settles into 
the quiet oasis of his friends’ home in Bethany.  

His friends had scheduled this meal to thank Jesus for bringing Lazarus 
back to life. Soothing conversation creates a sense of well being, wonderful 
smells begin to emanate from Martha’s kitchen, and Jesus experiences a 
rare moment of joy and serenity. 

No doubt Our Lord sat close to his friend Lazarus, everyone politely 
avoiding the reality that Lazarus was the cause for bringing Jesus to 
Jerusalem and exposing him to all the danger that surrounded him in the 
Holy City.  

Jesus once said, No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s 
life for a friend [John 15: 13]. In bringing Lazarus from the dead, Jesus put 
into practice what he had preached and soon would pay the price, proving 
the truth of that old cliché: no act of kindness goes unpunished! 

Scholars agree that the raising of Lazarus was the last straw in so far 
as the Sanhedrin, the Jewish authorities were concerned. John quotes their 
alarm over the growing influence of Jesus, which brought one of them to 
say:  

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 [John 11: 
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48]. And so, the chief priests were active in their plotting to bring Jesus 
down. 

They said, “When is this going to end? Let's get rid of the criminal 
Jesus, and then the evidence, namely Lazarus.” Yet here is Mary. I wonder if 
Mary knew that Jesus was about to die? I wonder if she sensed that events 
would end in some horrendous, cataclysmic way.  

Maybe she had a feeling that it was perhaps only a few days away. It 
seems that perhaps Mary was the only one who understood. I wonder if 
Mary broke her clay of expensive perfume to show Jesus that she got it. 
After all, if she had wanted to anoint Jesus like a king, she would have 
anointed his head. You only anoint the feet of a dead person. I think Mary 
understood. Mary "got it." 

Where is Mary every time we come across her? She is at the feet of 
Jesus. She is always at the feet of Jesus. There is something very special 
about people who spend a lot of time at Jesus' feet. They have what one 
might call sixth sense.  

When we practice the discipline of spending time with God in prayer 
and scripture every day, we develop a maturity that leads to spiritual 
discernment. The only people who have that kind of spiritual insight and 
understanding are the people who sit at the feet of Jesus.  

Mary did that. That's why I believe Mary understood. She got it. I 
know that we live in an instant society. I understand that we have instant 
everything. However, there is no substitute for taking the time, day by day, 
to sit at the feet of Jesus. 

Only in John's version of the story does the woman have a name-
Mary--and a relationship with Jesus--not a stranger, not a notorious sinner, 
but his long-time friend--which makes her act all the more peculiar.  He 
knows she loves him.  He loves her too.   

So why this public demonstration, this odd pantomime in front of all 
their friends?  It's extravagant.  It's excessive.  She's gone overboard, as 
Judas is quick to note. "Why wasn't this perfume sold for a whole lot of 
money and given to the poor?"  That's what Judas wants to know, but Jesus 
brushes him aside.           

"Leave her alone," he says. "She bought it so that she might keep it 
for the day of my burial.  You always have the poor with you, but you do not 
always have me"--which is an odd thing for him to say as what Mary did.   
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Here is the champion of the poor, always putting their needs ahead of 
his, suddenly reversing course.  Leave her alone.  Leave me alone.  Just this 
once, let her look after me, because my time is running out. 

Whatever Mary thought about what she did, and whatever anyone else 
in the room thought about it, Jesus took it as a message from God--not the 
hysteric actions of an old maid gone mad but the carefully performed act of 
a prophet.  Everything around Mary was significant.  

How dare Judas, the betrayer, a known thief, challenge her act; Mary's 
prophetic act revealed the truth. She was anointing Jesus for his burial. 
When Mary stood before Jesus with that pound of pure nard in her hand, it 
could have gone either way.   

She could have anointed his head and everyone there could have 
proclaimed him a king.  But she did not do that.  When she moved toward 
him, she dropped to her knees instead and poured the perfume on his feet, 
which could only mean one thing.  The only man who got his feet anointed 
was a dead man, and Jesus knew it.   

"Leave her alone," he said to those who would have prevented 
her.  Let her finish delivering the message.  So, Mary rubbed his feet with 
perfume so precious that its sale might have fed a poor family for a year, an act so 
lavish that it suggests another layer to her prophecy.   

There will be nothing economical about this man's death, just as there has 
been nothing economical about his life.  In him, the extravagance of God's love is 
made flesh.  In him, the excessiveness of God's mercy is made manifest.  

This bottle will not be held back to be kept and admired.  This precious 
substance will not be saved.  It will be opened, offered and used, at great 
price.  It will be raised up and poured out for the life of the world, emptied 
to the last drop.   

Before that happens, Jesus will gather his friends together one last 
time.  At another banquet, around another supper table, with most of the 
same people present, Jesus will strip, tie a towel around his waist, and wash 
his disciples' feet.  Then he will give them a new commandment: Love one 
another, as I have loved you.  

At least one of the disciples will argue with him, while others will 
wonder if he has lost his mind.  But a few will watch him working on their 
feet and remember Mary bending over his feet like that--the prophet Mary--
who knew how to respond to Jesus without being told, the one who acted 
out his last, new commandment before he ever said it.   
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Remembering her may help them leave him alone while he finishes 
delivering his message. How extravagantly do we give? Do we give God our 
best or our leftovers? If you can’t, then “Leave her Alone.” Amen. 

Let us pray: Most generous God, grant that we may gladly give you the one 
precious gift that we have to bring, the offering of our loyalty and love; and 
enable us to walk in love for others, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to you. 
We ask this through your Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 


