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We’re close to the end of Lent and moving quickly now to the time of Jesus’ death.  

Today’s Gospel takes place following Jesus’ raising of Lazarus from the dead. Many 

people who had seen what Jesus had done came to believe in him, but others told the 

Pharisees, who were afraid that the Romans would destroy them and the Temple 

because of Jesus. Caiaphas, the high priest, said to them, “it is better to have one man 

die …than to have the whole nation destroyed.” From this day on they planned to put 

Jesus to death and it was no longer safe for him to walk openly.  

 

The setting of today’s Gospel is Bethany, on the Mount of Olives, about 1.5 miles from 

Jerusalem. Jesus has returned to the house of his friends Lazarus, Martha and Mary. It 

was just a few days before the Passover and many people were on the way to 

Jerusalem for the festival. There was much talk about Jesus whereabouts, as the chief 

priests and Pharisees had asked to be informed so they could arrest him.  

 

The story of a woman anointing Jesus must be important, as it appears in all four 

canonical Gospels. In Matthew and Mark’s version an unnamed woman anointed Jesus 

on his head. In ancient Israel kings, priests and prophets were anointed in this way to 

signify that they were “chosen” representatives of Yahweh. In Luke’s Gospel, an 

unnamed woman “in the city”, a “sinner”, anointed Jesus’ feet. Finally, John gives her a 
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name – the woman is Mary of Bethany, who, in another familiar Gospel story, sat at 

Jesus’ feet and listened to him teach, while her sister Martha prepared food. 

 

There are two contrasting actors in this story - Judas and Mary. Mary anoints Jesus’ 

feet with nard, probably spikenard, a very expensive perfume from a plant grown in 

India, which probably cost her a year’s wage, while Judas protests that the money could 

be better spent on the poor. Mary is Jesus true friend and disciple, while Judas, Jesus 

soon to be betrayer, and thief, expresses self-righteous indignation, but has no real 

concern for the poor.   

 

What do we make of Mary’s actions? Jesus is now close to Jerusalem and his 

crucifixion. The anointing prefigures Jesus death and the anointing that, according to 

Jewish tradition, will follow. Jesus response indicates that he deeply values Mary and 

finds her gesture of pouring expensive perfume on his feet and wiping them with her 

hair deeply meaningful. He won’t let this beautiful, intimate moment be spoiled by 

Judas’ mean-spiritedness.  

 

How often do we find ourselves, or others, taking on posturing roles similar to Judas’? 

He appears to take the moral high ground, not out of love, but in order to score “I am 

more holy than you are” points? We usually see right through them, as did Jesus. Yet 

actions like Mary’s, which don’t have any practical consequences, touch us deeply. 

Here’s an example of that phenomenon in a story I read this week: 
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In June of 1941, Dmitri Shostakovich was a successful composer and the head of the 

Leningrad Conservatory’s piano department. He and millions of others were suddenly 

uprooted by the surprise bombardment of Leningrad by German forces, breaking the 

non-aggression pact Hitler had signed with Russia and beginning a siege that would last 

almost two and a half years. Although Shostakovich was evacuated, his heart remained 

with his besieged city, and he began writing what would become the defining work of his 

career. His massive 7th Symphony began to take shape, music that told the story of war 

and sacrifice and heroism, inspired by and dedicated to Leningrad.  

The siege wore on through the terrible winter of 1941. Once the starving residents had 

eaten all the dogs, cats, and rats in the city, they moved on to leather handbags and 

suitcases. By January 1942, they were subsisting on wallpaper paste and sawdust. 

Thousands of frozen, starved bodies littered the streets every day, and the survivors, 

barely clinging to life, soon no longer had the physical strength to clear the corpses 

away. The death toll climbed to 1.2 million.  

In February, Shostakovich finished the symphony, and it premiered to worldwide 

acclaim in Moscow, London, and New York. But Shostakovich knew that the true 

premiere had not happened yet. The Leningrad Symphony, to truly come to life, had to 

be played in Leningrad.  

The sheet music was smuggled into the city across German lines. Leningrad’s premiere 

orchestra, the Philharmonic, had been evacuated before the siege closed in, and the 

leftover Radiokom orchestra was all that remained. Of their ranks, 70 had frozen or 

starved to death in the siege, and only 20 were left alive. And yet, rehearsals began.  
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The musicians were utterly physically debilitated. They barely had the strength to lift 

their instruments, and rehearsals, limited to 15-minute intervals, were frequently 

punctuated by orchestra members fainting from hunger or cold. In fact, they never had 

the physical strength to play the entire symphony through at once until the actual 

performance.  

In one incredible episode, a percussionist was reported dead, and the conductor, who 

needed him desperately for the symphony, went to the morgue to check. He saw 

movement in one stack of corpses, and it was his percussionist, still alive but too weak 

to protest being carted off with the dead. The conductor rescued him and he went on to 

play in the performance.  

On August 9, 1942, the cobbled together, starving orchestra in Leningrad performed the 

entire Symphony No. 7 for their audience of emaciated, but defiant, fellow citizens in an 

epic triumph of the human spirit. This was the exact date Hitler had boasted he would 

have a victory dinner in the Hotel Astoria to celebrate conquering Leningrad.  

The symphony played by the starving orchestra – this is essentially a useless gesture. It 

did not shorten the siege or provide any food or help defeat the Nazi forces. In fact, 

three musicians in the orchestra died during the rehearsal period, their lives 

undoubtedly shortened by having exerted themselves physically to play.  

But this useless gesture helped a city, beaten down almost to death, hold on long 

enough to be liberated. And we have to wonder if Mary’s useless gesture in our gospel 

story today functioned in the same way. This was Jesus’ farewell dinner with Mary, 
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Martha and Lazarus in Bethany. He knew he was going to his death, and he knew it 

would not be an easy death, yet this time spent among his friends, and Mary’s anointing 

gave him the strength to go on. 

Despite her anointing, Jesus would still be arrested, suffer and die. Judas would still 

betray him. All of us have faced times in our lives when we offered a gesture that 

wouldn’t change the course of events – like sitting by the bedside of a dying loved one, 

or voting when we know that our candidate can’t possibly win – but it, nonetheless, 

makes a difference in ways that can’t be quantified. Think of the compassionate and 

defiant words and actions of Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern following the mosque 

massacres in New Zealand. Her donning of a headscarf, embracing family members of 

the victims, refusing to utter the name of the perpetrator – none of these brought 

anyone back to life, but the world was touched by her actions and maybe, just maybe, 

she gave an example of how to honor life that will help put an end to another useless 

death.  

 

So, ask yourself: have you made an impractical gesture of love today? Have you done 

something useless that has no value other than to give yourself to another? I encourage 

you to search out that opportunity to make that useless gesture of love, because you 

never know what a difference it may make in someone’s life, even in a nations life, 

somewhere down the road. AMEN. 


