
BREAKING NEWS: 
Nard Prices Rising 

 

A Meditation on John 12:1-8  
 

Glenview Community Church 
(United Church of Christ)  
Glenview, Illinois 

 
Dr. Kent Ulery, Interim Senior Pastor 
April 3, 2022  

 

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.         – John 12:1-8 
        

Shocking – like enjoying the Oscars when an enraged celebrity, not acting, suddenly stands up, 
swarms onstage, and smacks a comedian across the face. Appalling – like obscenities shouted 
over silenced airwaves, unscripted, every angry word easily lipread. Outrageous. Disturbing. 
Scandalous. The incident so embarrassing that those watching wanted to turn their heads; yet, 
so unbelievable they could not help but stare aghast. Is this real? What was she thinking? 
 

“Did you hear what happened in Bethany last night?” 
“Can’t be true. Not Mary. She wouldn’t do such a thing.”  
“Oh, yes, she did! So-and-so was there and saw her…”  

 
Word of the woman anointing Jesus spread so widely that it is one of only a few stories to 
appear in all four gospels. Spread by word of mouth, it quickly evolved -- details added, deleted, 
changed, enhanced. Accordingly, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John’s versions differ significantly.  
 
They disagree about where it happened: at Simon the Leper’s house, some unnamed Pharisee’s 
residence, the home of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. They disagree about when it happened: 
Luke says earlier in Jesus’ ministry; the others, near the end. Was it Mary who did the anointing 
as John reports, or a prostitute as Luke suggests, or an unidentified woman per Matthew and 
Mark? They split 50/50 on whether Jesus’ feet or his hair was anointed. Mark writes some at 
the party became indignant; Matthew narrows the irritated to the disciples; no, counters Luke, 
it was the Pharisees who got upset; declares John: the one who got mad was Judas.  
 
Same story. Different versions. Impossible to harmonize. So, we pick one and focus today only 
on John’s account.  
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Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem has reached the suburbs where, in the previous chapter, he raises 
Lazarus from the dead. Knowing word of that miracle will increase Jesus’ popularity and excite 
the masses heading into the city for the Passover celebration (the equal to our 4th of July 
festivities), and knowing the Romans want those crowds kept calm, Jesus’ enemies issue an 
arrest warrant. Jesus leaves town, seeking safety in a wilderness village named Ephraim.  
 
His stay is short, lasting only until he hears Mary and Martha are throwing a party to celebrate 
their brother Lazarus’ return to life. Despite the danger, Jesus decides to attend and returns to 
Bethany. It is Saturday before Palm Sunday. In six days, Jesus himself will be dead and buried. 
 
Lazarus is at the table. Martha, as expected, is in the kitchen working. Mary quietly disappears, 
goes to her room, and returns with a jar full of pure nard.  
 
Nard? You may know it as spikenard, jatamansi, or valerian. But this nard is not from the 
ginseng family that grows in the United States, with its woody scent. Nor is it the nard the 
Greeks and Romans favored, from the lavender family, with its delicate sweet fragrance. No, 
Mary’s nard grows only in the Himalayas, between 10,000 and 15,000 feet. In biblical times it 
was imported by camelback from Nepal.  
 
Mary’s nard comes from a three-feet tall plant, with bell-shaped pink or white flowers, of the 
honeysuckle family. Scientific name: Nardostachys jatamansi. Its rhizomes and roots are 
crushed and distilled into a thick, amber-colored oil with an overpowering smell. Writing for 
Perfume Project NW, research scientists at Doc Elly perfumers describe its fragrance as like 
“super-charged vetiver [deep, sweet, woody, smoky and earthy] …with some pungent spiciness 
[cinnamon-like], a little bit of patchouli-like note [again rich, earthy, woody but with a subtle 
mint-like sweetness], and some floral.” In Hebrew scripture, nard is mentioned only in the love 
poetry of Song of Solomon. But the first century Jewish historian Josephus mentions it as one of 
the thirteen aromas of incense encountered at the Jerusalem Temple.  
 
Mary opens a full Roman pound of pure nard (twelve ounces) and pours it out. Writes John: 
“The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.” Also, the barn, shed, and yard, I 
suspect. The neighbors’ houses, too. Knowing how one extra drop of perfume, one splash of 
cologne too many, sends us scattering for different seats in a theater, it is easy to imagine 
guests diving for the windows as the overwhelming fragrance permeated the room. 
 
Mary pours her bottle over Jesus’ feet. In biblical days, people did not anoint feet with 
perfume. They anointed heads -- when one is named a king, a priest, or a prophet -- and then it 
was only men anointing other men. Never women. That would be scandalous. The only time 
feet were anointed was after a person died – perfume to mask decomposition. 
 
Even more offensive, Mary touches Jesus -- a single woman touching a single man, in public. 
Against every social norm. Not done, even among friends. 
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And then she does what no honorable woman would ever do: removing her scarf, she uncovers 
her head; pulling her hairpin, she loosens her hair in a room full of other men and wipes the 
perfume off Jesus’ feet with her hair. Bedroom behavior. Sensual in private. Shameful in public. 
As if she loves him and nothing else matters except one last intimate moment between them.  
 
Disgusting. Way over the top for Judas. Without question, well beyond the pale for everyone 
else. So, Judas steps up and chides her for not selling the perfume and using the proceeds to 
help the poor. As if, at that moment, Jesus is not in need. As if Jesus does not know a death 
sentence awaits him. As if Jesus is not about to face the last week of his life on earth.  
 
“Leave her alone!” Jesus comes to her defense. “She bought it so that she might keep it for the 
day of my burial. You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.”  
 
No one saw that coming. Truth is, what Judas said makes a lot of sense, especially in Bethany, 
famous for its almshouse where the poor – especially lepers – came and received care. Still, I 
wish Judas had never brought up the subject of helping the poor…and that Jesus had never said 
the poor will always be with us.  
 
Too often I have heard people repeat Judas’ words when what they really mean is that they do 
not support some church project under discussion. Truth is, even if the project were set aside, 
they would not give the money to the poor instead.  
 
Moreover, far too often, I have heard Jesus’ words repeated with a shrug of fatalism, as if any 
effort at helping the poor will not make any real difference…so why bother… 
 
I would remind us as we receive the One Great Hour of Sharing offering to help disaster victims 
and war refugees that Jesus’ words are excerpted from Deuteronomy 15:10-11, which reads: 
 

Give generously to needy persons. Do not resent giving to them because it is this 
very thing that will lead to the LORD your God blessing you… Poor persons will 
never disappear from the earth. That is why I am giving you this command: open 
your hand generously to the needy…to the poor...  

 
Well, there is so much more to be said about this story of Mary’s prophetic act, her making 
visible the truth no one at the party wanted to face: that, yes, Jesus was about to be executed… 
his body broken like her jar, his precious life poured out like her perfume…the cost of his 
discipleship so great that loving him without reservation is the only appropriate response. 
 
So, allow me to turn to Episcopal priest, professor, and prolific author Barbara Brown Taylor, 
because she can bring this sermon to a close more succinctly and poetically than I ever could: 
 

So, Mary rubbed his feet with perfume so precious that its sale might have fed a 
poor family for a year…  
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There will be nothing economical about this man's death, just as there has been 
nothing economical about his life… This bottle will not be held back to be kept 
and admired. This precious substance will not be saved. It will be opened, 
offered and used, at great price. It will be raised up and poured out for the life of 
the world, emptied to the last drop.  
 
Before that happens, Jesus will gather his friends together one last time. At 
another banquet, around another supper table, with most of the same people 
present, Jesus will strip, tie a towel around his waist, and wash his disciples' feet. 
[He] will give them a new commandment: Love one another, as I have loved you.  
  
[Perhaps] a few will watch him working on their feet and remember Mary 
bending over his feet like that…the one who acted out his last, new 
commandment before he ever said it…  
 
At home in Bethany, the storm clouds are still piling up against the door when 
Mary gives the forecast: it will be bad, very bad, but that's no reason for Jesus' 
friends to lock their hearts and head to the cellar. Whatever they need, there will 
be enough to go around. Whatever they spend, there will be plenty left over. 
There is no reason to fear running out -- of nard or of life, either one -- for where 
God is concerned, there is always more than we can ask or imagine -- gifts from 
our lavish, lavish Lord.1  

 

 
1 The Prophet Mary, March 21, 2010, http://day1.org/1760-the_prophet_mary.  

http://day1.org/1760-the_prophet_mary

