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A WOMAN WITHOUT A NAME

Amen (Truly) I tell you, wherever the gospel (good news) is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance (memory) of her.” In memory of her?! Is this true? We hear the gospel every Sunday and most every other day of the week. Isn't this "wherever?” Jesus tells us that wherever the gospel is proclaimed in the whole world, what this woman has done will be told in memory of her. What does all of this mean?


Jesus is in Bethany, about two miles outside of Jerusalem. According to Mark Jesus enters the city of Jerusalem triumphantly on Palm Sunday, clears out the Temple on Monday, and teaches in the Temple precincts on Tuesday. Now it is Wednesday, one night before the Last Supper and less than forty-eight hours away from his death on the cross.



Jesus is eating supper in Bethany in the home of Simon. Simon either has leprosy or is a person cured of leprosy. Simon, Jesus, the twelve disciples, and perhaps other friends are sitting cross-legged on the floor eating from a common bowl. 


A woman suddenly bursts into the group of men sitting on the floor, breaks a jar and pours perfume on Jesus' head. According to Luke (7:37) she is a sinful woman who cries on the feet of Jesus, wipes off her tears with her hair, and then pours the perfume on Jesus' feet. According to Luke this happens somewhere earlier than Jesus' last week and somewhere else besides Bethany. I think that Luke is telling a different story about another woman. 

According to John's account of the Gospel, Mary of Bethany anoints Jesus’ feet (not his head), and this story happens earlier than Wednesday. (John 12:3).  I think John is telling a different story about another woman.  


Matthew 26 and Mark 14 tell the same story, however. If we read Matthew and Mark's account, we do not know her name or her moral character. Only Mark and Matthew tell us that she pours the perfume on Jesus' head, not his feet. To pour perfume on the feet before the meal is not that unusual for those who take few baths and walk on dusty roads. But to pour it all out on the head during the meal is very unusual. This unnamed woman's action is unorthodox to say the least. 

And such an act does not go unnoticed! You probably know a friend who uses too much perfume or cologne. Just a few too many drops of perfume can dominate a room. Whew! Imagine a whole jar of perfume! Our choir room has a sign in it: “No fragrances, please!” The text tells us that the men in the room are overwhelmed by the pungent odor. I imagine that they are running toward the windows gasping for fresh air. I thought about breaking a whole jar of perfume here this morning, but it would probably clear the room. Such a demonstration would be memorable, to be sure!

And the men are angry at the woman. "Why was the perfume wasted in this way?" they ask one another. "This perfume could have been sold for a year's worth of salary and the money given to the poor!" Who asks about the waste? Matthew (26:8) identifies the disciples as the angry ones, and John (12:4) identifies Judas as the speaker. Mark does not specify who asks the indignant question. 


These men say to one another (not to the woman): "Why be so wasteful? Doesn’t she care about poor people?" The men gathered around the bowl of food know what the woman has done. She has wasted money in a fit of emotionalism. Mark says, And they scolded her (14:5). "Just like a woman!" they probably mutter. They think they know what she has done, because they think they know what all women do.

WHAT SHE HAS DONE

But Jesus is there, too. And Jesus tells them, and us, what he thinks she has done. According to verse 6, Jesus says, "Let her alone; why do you trouble her? She has done a good (beautiful) work for me." What she does is admirable because it is timely. The beauty of her extravagant and apparently wasteful gesture is due to the particular situation: Jesus is about to die. 


Perfume then and now symbolizes the power of sexuality and romance. This particular perfume--nard--was used to prepare the dead body for burial. And Mark is the only account that says precisely that the woman breaks the jar of perfume. In Jesus’ time you broke jar of perfume in order to prepare a body for burial.  What she does is timely. So we bring flowers to loved ones and friends who are sick. It is timely. When something is the right thing to do, we do not ask about extravagance or waste or cost.

     
Jesus first says, "She has done a beautiful work for me." Secondly, Jesus says, "She has done what she could; she has poured perfume on me for burial" (v.8). "She has done what she could,” or literally, "what she had.” This expression, found only in Mark, suggests that what she has, she gives. Or what she has in her power to do, she does. 


Thus this woman gives what she has--a year's salary worth of perfume to express love and to prepare Jesus for death. What is your annual salary? That’s the value of her gift on that day. She has given what she has. Her act is beautiful because she has invested herself in it. She gives what she has to him who is about to give his life for her. 


W. Hersey Davis, New Testament professor at Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, used to say that of all those close to Jesus, the first to catch on that he really meant what he said about his coming death were Judas and this woman--the former betraying him and the latter anointing him. 1 Mark’s story is the clear presentation of the truth that these twelve disciples just do not “get” who Jesus is. They don’t know what he is about! But this woman does!

What is remarkable is that Mark places this story of the woman who prepares Jesus for burial between two other stories about preparation for Jesus' burial. We read in verses 1-2 that the chief priests and scribes are preparing for Jesus' death by planning to kill him. And in verses 10-11 we read that Judas is preparing to betray Jesus to death on the cross, and, ultimately, to burial.


Between two conspiracy accounts stands the story of a woman who pours perfume on Jesus' head at a dinner party. She, too, is preparing for Jesus' death by anointing his body for burial. The beauty of her deed contrasts sharply with the ugliness and hostility of the men there in Jerusalem. 
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Wherever the good news is proclaimed, what is remembered?  We remember the chief priests and the scribes who look for a way to arrest Jesus and kill him. And for 2,000 years Christians have mistakenly blamed all Jews for the death of Jesus. We remember Judas the disciple who betrays Jesus. We remember Peter the disciple who denies Jesus. We remember James and John and Peter--the disciples who cannot stay awake while Jesus agonizes in prayer in the garden of Gethsemane.

I am not surprised that the main meal we remember is the Last Supper because on Thursday night we have name cards at the table--thirteen of them. We know all the names of those present, even though all twelve do not understand who Jesus really is. Luke tells us (22:19) that Jesus said at the last supper on Thursday night, "This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in memory of me." And Paul quotes this Lucan tradition in 1 Corinthians 11:24. In previous churches I remember hearing the choir sing on communion Sundays, “In Remembrance of Me.” 


But Mark does not quote "in remembrance of me" at the Last Supper on Thursday night. In Mark 14:22 Jesus only says, “Take; this is my body.” Mark quotes Jesus at supper on Wednesday--not Thursday—night with words about remembering: "Amen, I tell you, wherever the gospel (good news) is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her." Not, “in memory of me” but “in memory of her.”

What she has done will be told in memory of her; yet we do not know her name. Women have known for millennia what the men are just discovering--discipleship is not finding your name in the newspaper or in the church bulletin. Discipleship is not having a building named after you or a charity funded in your honor. Disciples are known for what we do for Christ's sake.


During this Lenten period we have been listening to Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was executed on April 9, 1945. In his book Life Together, he writes, “Jesus made authority in the fellowship dependent upon . . . service. Genuine spiritual authority is to be found only where the ministry of hearing, helping, bearing and proclaiming is carried out.” 3 I believe Bonhoeffer proclaimed the good news of Jesus’ community in memory of this faithful woman whose story is told in Mark 14. Bonhoeffer gave all he had in memory of her. 


I believe that Vienna Baptist Church is giving what we have in memory of her. Over half of our ministry budget supports pastors, musicians and office staff to serve others in memory of this woman. Our ministry budget provides a building for worship services, Vienna Baptist Children’s Center, the Shepherd’s Center, a Korean worship service, a Chinese Bible study, a Pastoral Counseling Center, and numerous concerts and recitals in our worship room. Seventy-five percent (75%) of those who use our Lost River Retreat Center are not members of Vienna Baptist Church. 


We allocate at least 10% of our operating budget to missions and ministries beyond our walls. VBC is one of the most generous American Baptist Churches in giving to world missions and United States missions. I have said during my tenure here that Vienna Baptist Church is a very generous community. We ask that you prayerfully consider how you respond to the Life Together Commitment Card in your hands this morning. We will present these cards on our Communion Table next Sunday. 

Jesus said about this woman, “She has done a beautiful work for me." Our prayer is that Jesus will say the same of our gifts as well; for “wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in memory of her.”

Please use the Discipline of Reflection to meditate on a portion of our Church Covenant.
1 Frank Stagg, Women in the World of Jesus, page 121

2 Insights about this passage come from Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 1983

3 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (Gemeinsames Leben), 1938; 1954, page 108 
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