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It is one thing to sing hearty praises to love, but quite another to live into its fullness—to 
trust love, to let your guard down and so move into fullness of  life. Guardedness, apprehension, 
and even outright fear have such a grip on us that basking in extravagant love—in giving and 
receiving it—is not easy.  

Oh, we have all received the real thing—pure, unadulterated, uncomplicated love 
perhaps especially from open-hearted children and pets. Thank God for those expressions of  
spontaneous and uncalculated love—love that delights in us, love that affirms us through and 
through as precious and worthy. Such love is food for the soul and empowers us to move into 
abundant life.  

Sadly, most of  us also carry within more complicated experiences of  being loved haltingly. 
And, truth be told, because those who were first charged with loving us were, like us, perfectly 
imperfect people, our experiences of  love are marked by unpredictability, inconstancy, or even 
abuse. We might have been loved well and truly only then to encounter an unexpected gale of  
anger or run of  the mill inattention. And, of  course, our families are never isolated from larger 
social structures that shape our lives. Intergenerational trauma, parents compelled to work 
multiple jobs to make ends meet, the eruption of  war, economic calamities—all of  these and 
other factors impinge on and constrain the heart’s capacities to love and be loved.  

Given our mixed and difficult experiences, opening ourselves to extravagant love can feel 
like jumping out of  an airplane without a parachute. We have become guarded and calculating 
for sober reasons. Now we open the door of  the heart only with great caution.  

Perhaps that is why we are stopped short and astonished when we encounter an act of  
love that is so bold, uncalculated, and breathtaking as the one we hear about in today’s Gospel.  

Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of  Lazarus, whom he had 
raised from the dead. There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus was 
one of  those at the table with him.  Mary took a pound of  costly perfume made of  pure 
nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with her hair. The house was filled with the 
fragrance of  the perfume.  

Friends, that house was filled with fragrance of  perfume, but history itself  has been perfumed by 
the fragrance of  Mary’s loving extravagance. What Jesus says in Mark’s account has proved true.  

But Jesus said, ‘Let her alone; why do you trouble her? She has performed a good service 
for me. For you always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them 
whenever you wish; but you will not always have me…she has anointed my body 
beforehand for its burial. Truly I tell you, wherever the good news is proclaimed in the 
whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of  her (Mark 14:6–9). 

How did Jesus know that we would still remember and cherish this deed? Because her deed 
numbers among history’s most astonishing acts of  love. Here is what a human heart can look like 
when it is profoundly, unguardedly, and extravagantly open. This is what the human heart can do 
when it has stopped asking, “Is it safe to love so tenderly? Will my love be reciprocated? What 
hurt, what injury might I suffer if  I loved without fear? Will he reject my tenderness?” Mary asks 
no such questions! She knows that her Lord’s capacity to receive love is as great as his capacity to 
give love.  
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Dear God, what a fearless and exuberant act of  love! She wipes His feet with her hair. 
She has decided that even the tenderness of  her hand’s touch will not suffice. Something more is 
needed. She has decided to kneel at her friend’s feet and brush them with her long hair. The 
room must have filled with countless astonished and scandalized gasps. This kind of  heartrending 
erotic intimacy is customarily performed in private—never in public. But Mary sees no one else 
other than her friend Jesus. She does not count the cost. She does not care what others think. She 
does what her heart summons her to do. That is why, even now, if  you close your eyes and 
breathe in, you can still catch a hint of  the fragrance of  Mary’s love.  

How is it that Mary can love so extravagantly? We cannot know, but we can guess. We 
can guess that she is moved beyond measure by having her brother Lazarus restored. We can 
suppose that she can love as she does because she now grasps what we are still striving to 
understand two thousand years later—that Death however foreboding and ineluctable—will 
never be granted the last word. She knows now that Love outlasts death. Has not death always 
haunted and hemmed in the heart? Don’t we fear to love each other fully because we know in our 
bones that we will lose each other—that death will in time steal our beloveds. Whatever it is that 
Christians mean when we say the word “Resurrection,” it means that we are now a people who 
are convinced that death cannot conquer love. 

Jesus has loved Mary so well, so completely, that now Mary loves without hedging her 
bets; she loves without guardrails. Hers is a heart in full flight. And out of  the fullness of  her 
reckless love that refuses to count the cost, she anoints the Anointed. That, of  course, is the literal 
meaning of  the word “Messiah”—one anointed by God to bring about redemption. In the 
Gospels, Mary does what the prophet Samuel does to David when God instructs Samuel to 
choose a new king. 

Into this intimate drama enters the enigmatic Judas. Judas plays a strange role in John’s 
Gospel and in the Gospel of  Mark. In Mark, we are told of  an unnamed woman who pours 
costly nard on Jesus’s head. There, the objection to the woman’s extravagance comes from 
unnamed others and not from Judas.  

But some were there who said to one another in anger, “Why was the ointment wasted in 
this way? 5 For this ointment could have been sold for more than three hundred denarii, 
and the money given to the poor.” And they scolded her. 

But immediately after Jesus praises the unnamed woman’s act of  devotion, we read in Mark’s 
Gospel, “10 Then Judas Iscariot…went to the chief  priests in order to betray him to them. 
11 When they heard it, they were greatly pleased, and promised to give him money. So he began 
to look for an opportunity to betray him.” In John’s Gospel, it is Judas who objects to Mary’s 
extravagance. Lest the reader be left in doubt, John makes it clear that Judas is not in the least bit 
concerned about the poor. He wants the money for himself  because he is a thief. Whether or not 
this vilification of  Judas is warranted, one thing is clear: something about Mary gets under Judas’s 
skin. We would say that Judas is triggered by Mary. Something about Mary’s open-hearted 
generosity rankles and unnerves him.  

Anger, calculation, bribery, and betrayal on the one side; and open-hearted, extravagant 
and erotic love on the other—a study in sharp contrasts. The mystery of  Judas’s cramped and 
craven reaction is deepened when we realize that Judas, as part of  Jesus’s inner circle, has had 
greater access to Jesus’s love than Mary. Eleven out of  twelve of  Jesus’s disciples go on to give 
their lives in loving service to Jesus. But this one is lost to him. And we have reason to suspect that 
Mary’s extravagance may have proved to be for Judas the last straw.  
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While we can never know what drove Judas to history’s most notorious act of  betrayal, we 
can venture a guess: Judas is terrified. In the presence of  Mary’s fearless heart, Judas is sharply 
confronted by the wounded poverty of  his own limited heart. He can see with stark clarity that 
Mary’s heart sings in responsive delight to Jesus’s healing love. His heart, by contrast, remains 
closed, hardened, and atrophied. She has arrived at a raw openhearted courage that he knows he 
cannot summon. She has flung the doors of  her heart wide open, and there is no going back, but 
his heart remains captive to fear. 

To Judas, Mary’s courage can only seem like foolishness, Mary’s extravagance can only 
look like imprudent wastefulness. Her grand gesture of  love can only look like a terrible 
calculation yielding a poor rate of  return on investment. In Judas we encounter what is perhaps 
the greatest of  historical tragedies. Even divine love incarnate, love enfleshed, could not pry open 
this single hardened heart. Of  course, love does not attempt to pry or force open any heart. Love 
woos, love invites, love summons, but it does no violence. I can only imagine Jesus’s grief  as he 
witnesses his beloved disciple grow ever colder as he counts love’s costs and finds that he cannot 
pay the price.  

Judas finds Mary’s love painful because her heart’s fearlessness serves as a radiant mirror 
in which he recognizes, in painful contrast, his own well-guarded terror. He will not, he cannot 
move into the vulnerability that Jesus calls for and Mary embodies, and so he gives up and elects 
to betray his Master’s love. Judas painfully and angrily recognizes himself  as Mary’s antithesis.  

What then of  you and me? What is the condition of  our hearts? Do you quietly shed tears 
when you witness Mary’s love, or does her openheartedness terrify you like it did Judas? Truth be 
told, when I examine my own heart, I confess that I am both Mary and Judas. Mary’s courage 
and Judas’s terror are both at play in me. Some days I am Mary; and some days Judas. Some days 
I am able to let down the drawbridge and enter into love; other days I find that I am like Paul 
Simon singing, “I am a rock, I am an island. And a rock feels no pain, and an island never cries.”  

But thanks to be God, I know that Jesus loved Judas every bit as fiercely as he did Mary. 
Mary washed Jesus’s feet and dried them with her hair, but Jesus washed Judas’s feet with an 
equal and extravagant tenderness. So, I pray in love and longing that my inner Judas will finally 
surrender and rejoice in Love’s embrace. I pray that Mary wins out in my inner struggle. I pray, 
my siblings, that you too will follow Mary’s way and freefall into God’s infinite and all-embracing 
love. Amen 

	3


