
Monday of Holy Week: Mary Anoints Jesus at Bethany  Jn 12: 1-11 

 
 
 
 
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. 

Jn 12: 3 
 
 
 
 
 

 
To waste means to give more than is necessary. 
 
In the West we have become used to wasting things because there is always 
more! Recent events have proved that this is not necessarily the case. As we 
go shopping we find restrictions on the number of items we can purchase, and 
worst still when cooking we may wonder if we can replace what we are using. 
How the world has changed: How the lives of Jesus’ disciples will change due 
to the events of this Holy Week. 
 
Today we find Jesus at Bethany, the only place where He is accepted. Here 
Jesus is recognised for who He is. How different from Palm Sunday, and the 
entry into Jerusalem which we read about yesterday. For followers of Jesus, life 
can appear very measured and ordered, particularly when we think in terms of 
the Church’s Ritual, decency and of course standards of behaviour. Yet, our 
gospel is about the absolute opposite! Words such as excessive, wasteful, 
outrageous come to mind. Just the sort of language that the secular world 
would not associate with Church, and perhaps many churchgoers too! 
 
In Matthew’s Gospel 26 and Mark 14 this passage opens in the house of Simon 
the leper. Whether Simon is cured or not is immaterial. A good Jew would not 
wish to break the purity laws by being in the company of someone who was 
regarded as unclean. Taboos are being broken! Then there is the alabaster jar!1 
Careless! Outrageous! The ointment would have been Mary’s inheritance. 
Now it has gone… the jar broken, the ointment wasted! Wait though: Mary 
intended to do this. This was her offering, the supreme act of her love for 

 
1 Mark 14: 3 
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Jesus. An act of love whose fragrance filled the room and has inspired artists 
and Christians down the centuries. To be broken is to turn from being inward 
looking, to being one who is selfless, someone who sacrifices of themselves 
generously. Mary is emulating the divine love that Jesus is to demonstrate to us 
on Good Friday of this week. This special ‘agapeic’ love has been defined as:  
 
“Divine life is love, overflowing, lavish freely self-giving love. Love that heals what is 
sick and awakens to life what is dead. Love that protects and cherishes, nourishes, 
grieves and is joyful with the joyous, that is helpful to every creature, so that it may 
become what the Father has destined it to be.”2  Edith Stein, Carmelite Nun 
 
All this is summed up in the joyous act of this out pouring of precious 
ointment, and the action of wiping the ointment away with her hair and tears.3 
Love like this is a fountain that cannot be extinguished. How is it to be 
sustained? A poem by Artur Kleeman perhaps gives us a clue: 
 
Each day the old fountain quietly pours 
out its water, steady as it goes. 
I wish I were like this fountain, 
and could pass on what is in me.  
 
But, giving, giving every single day 
Tell me, fountain, doesn’t it get to be a 
bother? 
Then the fountain says to me 

 (his fellow toiler): 
“I am only a fountain, not a wellspring 
It flows to me – I pass it on, 
That makes my nature glad and gay.” 
 
Thus I live in the fountain’s way, 
I daily draw strength for life’s journey, 
and will always – happily – pass on 
what the wellspring gives me to live.

 
Mary’s outpouring of the pure nard is teaching us to recklessly pour out our 
lives for God’s cause, just as Jesus did for us this week. There is no certainty, 
at this point of Holy Week, for Mary or Jesus’ followers. No one anticipated 
the outcome of this terrible week. Mary lived by Faith and wasteful generosity. 
 
Can we learn to give more than is necessary through Mary’s example in today’s 
gospel? 
 
Can we learn not to compromise in our outpouring of love following the 
example of Mary and Jesus? 

 
2 The God of Our Deepest Longings, Peter van Breemen, S.J. p.69 
3 Lk 7: 38 


