
Thought for the Day John 12: 1-8 Passion Sunday 

 Passion Sunday marks the beginning of Passiontide, the two week 

period at the end of Lent. In many churches crucifixes and images are 

covered with veils.  Crosses are covered until after the passion on Good 

Friday, with images covered until the beginning of the Easter Vigil. The 

practice has been associated with one of the Gospel readings for 

Passion Sunday, John 8: 46-59 when Jesus hides himself away from the 

people.   

 So, it can be difficult to understand the Gospel reading for this 

Passion Sunday which seems to be full of extravagance, exuberance 

and effusion. Not things we usually associate with Lent.  

 This account is set soon after Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead.  

Passover is near as is Jesus’ ‘hour’. Jesus spends time with Lazarus 

and his sisters. We know from other accounts that Jesus and Lazarus 

are close.  Some scholars think that Lazarus is a bit of a mentor for 

Jesus. We know that Jesus was affected by Lazarus’s death, not simply 

touched by Mary and Martha’s pleas to do something, but because 

Lazarus is important to him too.  

 We see here the repetition of the busyness of Martha, the practical 

one who serves the meal and Mary, who sits and watches and listens.  

This is not the only contrast.  We have the contrast between Mary’s 

generosity and Judas’s stinginess.  

 Mary’s gift of nard would have cost a labourer’s wages for a year.  

A huge act of generosity, or extravagance. Judas objects to this asking 

why it wasn’t sold and the money given to the poor. But the twist is that 

Jesus identifies Judas as a self-serving thief.  This questions his 

intentions, does he really want the money to go to the poor, or does he 

want some of it for himself?   

 Maybe his objections go deeper than that.  The washing of Jesus’ 

feet and wiping of them with her hair is a very intimate act of personal 

care.  How would we feel now if someone was to act in a similar way?  

Would we feel uncomfortable, perhaps a bit worried.  Would it trigger a 

concern?  At the time of Jesus’ earthly ministry it would have been 

unheard of that a woman would get that close to any man, other than 

perhaps her husband or father, and even then would do so in private.  

Mary performed this act in front of Jesus and his disciples.  No-one 

could miss it, even if they couldn’t see it they would be able to smell it as 



the perfume filled the house. How well Mary and Judas, and others 

there, knew each other is not clarified, but Judas could be objecting that 

it was outside the social norms and articulating that concern in a way 

that fitted with his role as the keeper of the common purse. It’s behaviour 

outside the piety laws and rules by which Jews lived at that time. Jesus 

rebukes Judas, telling him to leave her alone and that the perfume was 

intended to be kept for the day of his burial.  

 In saying this Jesus acknowledges his impending death, linking the 

anointing with death.  It is significant that Lazarus is there, indicating that 

death is not the end. Lazarus was raised from the dead, Jesus will die 

and will rise again.  

 Jesus also says that they will always have the poor with them, but 

they won’t always have him.  His reference to the poor in this way 

echoes Deuteronomy which commands generosity to the poor, “since 

there will never cease to be some in need on the earth.” (15:11). In this 

way his words don’t diminish the plight of the poor, but reinforce the 

need for us to continue to support them.  

 Mary’s act is that of a disciple, obedient and caring.  It is an act of 

true grace and love, an act of unselfishness.  She doesn’t stop to think 

how she could enjoy this beautiful and costly perfume for herself.  She 

doesn’t worry what those who see her will think of her.  She recognises 

Jesus and what he must do and responds to it with devotion.  She 

knows Jesus is going to his death and this makes what she does fitting 

and appropriate.   

 It gives us permission to be extravagant for Jesus, and it reminds 

us not to confuse discipline with discipleship.  It reassures us that we 

can have affection as part of our devotion to Christ.  It reminds us that 

discipleship is costly.  It costs the whole of us to be true disciples.  A gift 

beyond money or measure.  


