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Twenty years ago my wife and I were invited to a fancy Mardi Gras Ball in New Orleans.  
At these galas there is always delicious food, extravagant entertainment, and a King and Queen. 
The friend who invited us was King of the Ball and a parishioner. We sat at the front table to 
watch him make his entrance as an Indian Prince, the theme for the event. He spared no expense 
in preparation. He flew to New York to buy the finest Indian silk. He had handmade costumes 
for himself and the six dancers and attendants he hired as his court. It was said that after that 
night there was not a single sequin to be found in the city of New Orleans. 
 
The King made a spectacular entrance into the midst of his dancers and adoring fans. He had  
his own silk costume, a crown, and multiple scepters that fired confetti. It was all fantastic but 
the crowning glory was his ride. The King entered the room on a Mardi Gras float on wheels –  
a giant papier-mâché elephant – six feet tall at the shoulders. It was designed and hand made by 
the most famous Mardi Gras float maker in the city. 
 
After ten minutes of going in circles to music surrounded by dancers, waving at the crowds,  
and firing confetti, he dismounted and joined us at the King’s table. He had paid for the food,  
the dancers, the silk costumes, scepters and sequins, and that elephant. Later at dinner, someone 
asked how much it all cost. He shrugged casually and said the elephant alone was $10,000.  
That was twenty years ago. In a bit of awe and ignorance, I asked, “Why?” The look on his  
face was one of almost pity. His response was simple, “Because you only get to be King once.” 
You only get to be king once. I thought about what he said and later in the Lenten season 
encountered our Gospel reading today. It made sense in a whole new way. 
 
The setting was six days before the Passover feast when Jesus celebrated his last supper.  
He was there in the home of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. Jesus was with Lazarus whom he had 
raised from the dead knowing his own betrayal and death were but a week away. Imagine that 
scene for a moment. Jesus and his followers had been all over the desert – on foot. They would 
be hot, tired, needing a bath, and Jesus knew he was about to die. And then Mary took a priceless 
jar of nard or perfume and anointed – not his head – but his feet and then wiped them with her 
hair. Nard is short for spikenard which is a flowering plant that grows in China and India.  
It was prized for its aroma and was very expensive. It was her nest egg or life savings in a jar.  
In one moment, she poured out everything she had. 
 
The first reaction we hear is from Judas the disciple who would betray Jesus to his death.  
“We could have sold that perfume for 300 denarii” which was close to a year’s wages. We may 
like to think of ourselves as Mary in the story – generous and giving without counting the cost. 
But our reaction may be more like that of Judas whom one person has called our “own inner 
Puritan.” How much was that jar of perfume? How much was that elephant? Mary acted in 
spontaneous love while Judas wanted to control someone else’s money and life. 
 
  



 
All four gospels have some version of this story of Mary anointing Jesus with perfume.  
Where it occurs in the particular gospel is important for understanding its meaning.  
John’s version is specifically linked to events that precede and follow it. From one perspective, 
Mary’s example of generosity is a sign of God’s generosity to all the Creation. Mary does not 
use just enough perfume but a lavish amount – all she had. It echoes other events in the gospel  
of John. Jesus did not make just enough wine at the wedding feast in Cana – but the best wine 
and more than enough. Jesus fed 5,000 with loaves and fishes not with just enough to go around 
but an abundance so there were leftovers. Jesus does not just give part of himself to us and the 
Creation but completely empties himself. That is the very nature of God who freely and fully and 
continually offers the divine self to us. Mary’s gift of offering her best, her all, is a model for 
how Christ offers all of himself for and to us. 
 
The story is also linked with Jesus’s death. It occurs before the Passover Feast. Jesus is the new 
Passover lamb offered for the people. Christ’s death brings the potential of new life for all of us. 
It was customary to anoint a body for burial. You may remember that the women who went to 
the tomb on the first Easter morning were going there for that very purpose. Mary’s act of 
pouring oil or perfume on Christ is one of anointing him before his death.  
 
An anointing is to set someone or something apart for service or recognition of holiness  
or simply a declaration of love. The word “Christ” literally means the “anointed one.”  
Mary anointed Jesus the Christ before his death as a sign of his impending death and his  
holiness and her love. Mary’s act of generosity was a reflection of the lavish nature of God. 
Christ anoints or baptized us for life – one that is generous and even extravagant in giving  
to others. 
 
All of this may be true but what does it have to do with us in our own daily life? Are we 
supposed to pour our life savings on the ground? Sometimes service to God may be costly.  
Mary used her most valuable possession to show her love for Jesus. We may be called to  
give completely of ourselves but the story is not really about money. It is much more about 
recognizing Christ in our midst and taking time to set apart or anoint what really matters. 
 
We can be so busy going through the daily grind that we fail to set apart those special people or 
events that make life worth living. We have no problem grasping this for weddings and funerals 
– but what about those other days? Sometimes our Lord calls us to be extravagant in honoring 
those special times and people. This building, which is completely beautiful and completely 
unnecessary, is a perfect example of that. This building is an act and sign of extravagant love,  
an anointed place set apart for service on holy ground.  
 
Before the encounter with the elephant I thought Mary’s act was wasteful much like Judas did.  
It is sometimes easier to sit back and make judgments about right and wrong rather than 
appreciate the beautiful or good or holy for what they are. My friend understood that. You do 
only get to be king once and should celebrate accordingly. Mary showed Jesus an act of 
extravagant and generous love the very last time she could. A week later, he would be gone.  
She seized the opportunity all of the other disciples failed to understand. She recognized she 
would only be with her King one more time. 
 
Her beautiful act of anointing Jesus mirrors what he did. Mary poured out all she had in one 
extravagant act for the one she loved. Jesus poured out all of himself in an offering of 
extravagant love on the Cross anointing, making holy, everyone it touches. 


