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There's a ghastly, yet funny, scene at the beginning of the movie Monty Python 

and the Holy Grail, which, if you are unfamiliar, is a spoof of every King Arthur movie 

you've ever seen. The plague is rampant, people are dying, and a man pushes a cart 

through the muddy streets of a decaying town shouting out, "Bring out your dead!" 

One man comes forward with his father over his shoulder ready to throw the 

body on the cart. There's just one problem — the father cries out: "I'm not dead yet!" In 

the end his son clunks him over the head and throws him in anyway. 

Today is the fifth Sunday of Lent. In this morning’s scripture reading, it is the 

Saturday night before a crowd lined the streets of Jerusalem to give Jesus a parade, 

throw palm branches in his path, and sing, “Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in 

the name of the Lord.” Despite that enthusiastic welcome, by the following Friday, Jesus 

was in a grave. 

In the weeks leading to this, it was increasingly evident that things were headed 

in that direction. There had been serious run-ins with the religious authorities. Jesus had 

predicted his death and warned his disciples about the cost of following him.  

On this particular evening, however, Jesus and the apostles took a respite from 

worry. They accepted an invitation to dinner in Bethany, a small crossroads village only 

two miles from Jerusalem. The party was being held at the home of Martha, her sister 

Mary, and their brother Lazarus. All the people at the party were already acquainted 

with one another. The evening promised to be one of rest, relaxation, food, and 
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fellowship. Lazarus was an old friend not only of Jesus, but of at least a few of the 

apostles. Not all that long ago, Jesus altered his preaching schedule to go to Bethany 

and raise Lazarus from the dead. On a different occasion, Jesus stopped for lunch at 

Martha’s house and had a wonderful afternoon of conversation with Mary. 

The evening delivered on its promises. The food Martha prepared was delicious., 

the service impeccable, and the conversation uplifting–the perfect party by the perfect 

hostess.  

Before Jesus and the apostles said their good-byes, Mary slipped quietly out of 

the room. She returned carrying a costly jar of perfume, worth 300 denarii. A denarius 

was the daily wage for a laborer. If you use the average daily wage of a skilled laborer, 

like a shipbuilder, the perfume would be worth around $33,000. 

Mary broke the seal on the jar, knelt before Jesus, and washed his feet with the 

perfume. The scripture tells us the fragrance of the perfume filled the house. 

This is no benign observation. The smell of the ancient world was strong and 

offensive. Deodorants were unavailable. Bathing habits fell far short of our standard. 

There was no weekly garbage pick-up service. Raw sewage flowed down the city 

streets, not through underground pipes to a city waste treatment facility. Daily life in the 

ancient world was filled with unpleasant odors. 

So, what was Mary really doing in this moment? She was giving Jesus flowers 

before he died. Think of the memorial services you've been to, and all the wonderful 

flowers. Don't people say, as they ooh and ah, "Oh, she would have loved them." 

Wouldn't it have been nicer to give the flowers before the death? 
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Actually, we recently had a church member who requested a memorial service 

while they were still living. They invited about 20 people into their Hospice room to 

celebrate her life while she was still living. Deb was there to assist the process. When 

Deb told the Clergy Team about it at our weekly meeting, I asked: “Have you ever done 

something like this before?” She smiled and said: “No, this is one for the books!” Which 

is our code for: “Here goes an adventure!”  

The purpose of the service ultimately wasn’t so that the person who was dying 

could hear wonderful things said about her, it was so she could say life-giving things to 

her friends and her family before she crossed that thin veil between this life and the 

next.  

I recently realized that something in my own life had gotten very out-of-balance. I 

had stopped writing as many thank-you notes as I once had. As I reflected on that, I 

knew there were a lot of reasons: my schedule, fatigue, hurt feelings. But what I fear is 

that I had temporarily stopped seeing my life through a lens of gratitude. I feared that I 

had begun to withhold the glorious bounty that God has given me and curtly saying: “It 

is for the poor!” all the while storing it away for another day. And so, I am trying to right-

side that imbalance, not only to write more notes and to catch-up from a back-log of 

ingratitude, but to break the seal of indifference and pour out thanksgiving everywhere I 

go.  

Mary used perfume to express her thanks to Jesus for the restored life of 

Lazarus and for the friendship of Jesus. She wanted Jesus to experience the cool, 

comforting sensations of nard before he resumed his journey toward Golgotha. Mary 

experienced and showed life-saving gratitude. May we do the same.  


