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Sermon:  John 11:1-45 (Women in love)

In our gospel lesson, did you notice how differently Jesus responded to Martha and Mary?  Now our gospel tells us, in verse 5, that Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.  But his response to Mary was entirely different from his response to Martha.  Even though they came to him with exactly the same words:  “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”

I find it hard to fault Martha in any way.  It was Martha that took the initiative in coming to Jesus as soon as she heard that he was approaching.  It was Martha who evidenced great faith in Jesus, adding, “But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.”  And who can fault Martha for her response to Jesus’ declaration, “Your brother will rise again,” when she says, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.”  This was the widespread belief among the Jews and Pharisees at that time.  Even more, consider her words, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”  Was this any less inspired, less insightful, than Peter’s declaration, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”?

But Jesus’ response to Martha hardly rivaled his to Peter:  “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah!  For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven.  And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church . . .”

No, Jesus’ response to Martha was not a commendation of her faith, nor setting off to Lazarus’ grave.  Just a request to see Mary.  So Martha does as asked.  She leaves Jesus, goes to Mary and tells her privately, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you.”

When Mary comes to him, with the same words as Martha:  “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died,” we hear that “Jesus was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.”  The Greek is difficult to translate, implying an expression of anger or indignation.
  This is how the early Greek Church Fathers interpreted it, in this passage.  But the anger was not directed at Mary or those who mourned, but at the situation – the death of Lazarus.

It was the weeping of Mary, and that of the Jewish mourners, that drew this response from Jesus.  Bringing him to tears as well.  Driving him to the tomb of Lazarus, where he was again “greatly disturbed.”

Jesus’ response to Martha seems intellectual and restrained, while that to Mary, emotional and forceful.  But why?

I think it was the way Mary related to Jesus.  Her kneeling at his feet when she first came to him about Lazarus.  Her tears.  Her need, on another occasion, to sit at Jesus’ feet and listen to him, rather than help Martha with the work as hostess.

But especially when she anointed Jesus with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair.  John brings this up by way of explanation in verse 2, although the incident is not described until the next chapter.  There John writes, “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.”

It is hard to imagine a more adoring, loving, sacrificial, and humble gesture.  Here was a woman who truly realized who Jesus was, and the debt that she owed to him.

The anointing of Jesus by a woman is one of the few stories found in all four gospels.  Some Biblical scholars hold there are two separate incidents underlying the four accounts.  Others, like C.H. Dodd, hold there is just one, with the variations among the gospel accounts arising in the course of oral tradition.

All four gospel accounts speak of a woman anointing Jesus with an expensive perfume.  Matthew and Mark have the anointing of Jesus’ head, Luke and John of Jesus’ feet.  The feet are considered as more likely of the original, because the more normal anointing would be of the head.  So it would have been unlikely to change the story from anointing the head to the feet, and much more likely to change it from feet to head.    Both John and Luke speak of the woman drying Jesus’ feet with her hair, not found in Matthew or Mark.  Both Mark and Luke have the incident at the house of Simon (though in Mark it is Simon the leper, in Luke it is Simon the Pharisee).  All four have Jesus defending the woman from criticism.
The key difference is the time and place of the anointing.  Matthew, Mark and John place it close to Passover, just before Jesus’ crucifixion, in Bethany.  Luke’s account is in Galilee, during Jesus’ ministry.
There are certain aspects of Luke’s version that seem compelling. The woman is described as one known to be a sinner, usually held to be a  prostitute.  The perfume is described in Mark and John as made from real nard, which was imported from the Himalayan mountains.  Mark and John say it was worth at least 300 denarii, the wages of a day laborer for 300 days.

A prostitute may have been more apt to have such expensive perfume, and to afford it.  A prostitute may have been more inclined to loosen her hair in public, something no moral woman would do in Jesus’ day.  And her self-effacing behavior -- kissing his feet, wiping her tears with her hair, anointing his feet – might fit well with a prostitute who had received new life.  A woman who loved much, because she was forgiven much.
While it is interesting to speculate about the original setting, it doesn’t matter so much if you think there were two stories or one, or which was the more original.  The point is the love that these women had for Jesus.  It is clear how much Mary of Bethany loved Jesus, and how he loved her.  So too  with the sinful woman who came with her gifts of kisses and tears and perfume for Jesus, despite the judgment she knew would come from Simon the Pharisee.  And so too with one other woman.  Mary Magdalene.

Mary Magdalene, always listed first among Jesus’ female disciples.  Mark says of her that she used to follow him and provided for him when he was in Galilee.  Mary Magdalene was the one from whom Jesus had cast out seven demons.

It is interesting to note that the Gospel of Thomas, dated to the late 1st or early 2nd century, includes the following interchange between Peter and Jesus about Mary Magdalene:

“Simon Peter said to them: Let Mary go forth from among us, for women are not worthy of the life. Jesus said: Behold, I shall lead her, that I may make her male, in order that she also may become a living spirit like you males. For every woman who makes herself male shall enter into the kingdom of heaven.”  All I can say is that it would make for a pretty dreary afterlife.
While I have a hard time thinking Jesus really said that women must become male to enter the kingdom, I have an easy time believing that Mary Magdalene and Jesus were particularly close.  For it was Mary Magdalene who looked on from a distance when Jesus hung on the cross.  It was Mary Magdalene, who with the other Mary and Salome went to anoint his body following the Sabbath, finding instead the empty tomb.

And it was Mary Magdalene who, standing outside the empty tomb, wept.  And still weeping, she bends over to look into the tomb.  She sees two angels, who ask, “Woman, why are you weeping?”  The same question asked by Jesus, seconds later, “Woman, why are you weeping?  Whom are you looking for?”  She thinks him to be the gardener, but then Jesus calls her by name.  “Mary!”  And then she sees,  replying, “Rabbouni!”  “Teacher.”

There is a book written by Francis J. Moloney called Woman: First Among the Faithful.
  He makes a good case.  Think of these women.  All had their lives transformed by Jesus.  The sinful woman, forgiven and showing great love.  Mary of Bethany, her brother Lazarus brought back from the dead.  Mary Magdalene, healed of seven demons, the first to see Jesus after the resurrection.  Extravagant in their faith, in their acts of love.  It is interesting to note that Pope Gregory the Great implied that all three of these women were the same person.  And the teaching that Mary of Bethany and Mary Magdalene were the same woman remained the position of the RC Church from the late 6th century until the 20th.

From these women we see that faith is more than belief, more than trust, more than recognition.  Faith, these women show us, is more than intellect.  It is in our hearts, it is emotion.  It is this faith that touches Jesus.  The closest we can come to understanding this is the love we have for our spouse, or our children, or our parent, or our closest friend.  It is that love that brings us to tears when they are gravely sick or when they die.  It is this love that means more than life, a love that cannot die.
The other day, Deacon Pat preached at our Wednesday Eucharist.  She told a story about her husband Alan, who, after working a 20 hr day fell asleep at the wheel while driving home.  Deacon Pat spoke of looking at the car the next day, and realizing that Jesus had protected Alan during the roll-over.  It was a sacred story, a beautiful story that touched us all.  She added that she thought that we all had a story like this.  Something sacred to us, something we are reluctant to share because it makes us vulnerable.  But something that is central to our faith, something we really should try to share.

In Deacon Pat I saw the same love and gratitude for Jesus that I hear in our gospel about Mary of Bethany, and the sinful woman, and Mary Magdalene.  And I think she is right.  I think we all treasure a story like hers, or like theirs.  So take some time today to reflect on what Jesus means to you, in your heart.  Think about the ways Jesus has changed your life.  Think about how these women expressed their love and gratitude. And think about how you might show your love to our Savior.
� Note that Peter’s declaration is found in Matt, Mark and Luke, but not John.  Martha’s declaration is the equivalent in John.


� Matt 16:16-17


� AB, p.421.


� Luke 10:38


� Francis J. Moloney, SDB, Woman: First Among the Faithful, (Darton, Longmand and Todd Ltd; London 1985).
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