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LISTENING IN LENT: MARTHA AND MARY; JOHN 12:1-8; LENT V, APRIL 7, 2019; 
THOMAS H. YORTY; WESTMINSTER PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
 
Welcome confirmands to your church family. Being confirmed is often mistakenly thought of as 
what you do to become a member of the church. It’s not. It’s what you choose to do to show 
Jesus your love for him. 

When you love Jesus you find a church that challenges and feeds your soul. I can say that 
I love my neighbor but if I don’t help take care of our neighborhood someone could ask – 
do I really love your neighbor? Same with Jesus and the church. If we say we love him 
but don’t participate in the church that carries his name and follows his teachings how 
much do we really love him?  

There are endless ways to express our love for Jesus, to put our love for him in 
action. Indeed, the aim is for more and more of our living to express his love. But 
what we have in this pithy little story of Martha and Mary today is the first time 
anyone actually did something to show how much they really cared for him. 

 
What does Mary do? She buys very expensive perfume. This happens after Jesus raises her 
brother Lazarus from the grave; so she’s very clear she wants to show Jesus not just her gratitude 
and devotion but her love.  

I imagine her dipping into her savings – a year’s wages – going to the market to find the 
dealer of exotic spices and oils and asking for the best perfume. Then Martha and Mary 
invite Jesus to come to their home for dinner.  

The big day is here. Martha is busy polishing the silver, staging the plates and 
bowls and main course dishes. Things are in and on the oven. You can hear the 
clanging and banging in the kitchen. 

 
When Jesus and the disciples arrive Mary welcomes them; Martha appears from the kitchen with 
her apron on and sets out snacks and drinks then goes back to the kitchen. Mary excuses herself 
to get the perfume she purchased. When she returns, she kneels at Jesus’ feet, takes them in her 
hands and wipes them, “ekmasso” in the Greek, with the expensive perfume, the same word the 
gospel uses to describe what Jesus will do when he washes the disciples’ feet at the last supper. 

Judas blames Mary for wasting money that could have been used for the poor but his 
complaint falls flat as he was suspected of not really caring for the poor. 

Jesus says to Judas, “leave her alone, it was intended that she should save this 
perfume for the day of my burial.” So Mary’s act is a sign of her love for Jesus 
but also a ritual anointing of him before his death that comes a few days later. 
 

You see, Mary gets it. Even though there’s plenty to do around the house, there’s something 
more important to do first. Without that one important thing all the other activity becomes mean- 
ingless and all of our busyness little more than chickens running around with their heads cut off. 
But Mary knows how to respond to Jesus without being told. She fulfills Jesus’ love command- 
ment before he even says to his disciples, “I give you a new commandment to love one another.”  

And she knows Jesus is not long for this world with the tensions and talk circulating 
among the authorities who fear him.  

Mary gives boldly of herself, just as Jesus gives boldly of himself in the bread and 
wine at this table.  
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Did you notice it is a woman who is the first person to embody the love that is commanded of all 
disciples? Her act will be the shape of the church to come, and will keep the church from 
becoming irrelevant or a tool for evil.   

The message from John is this: Jesus’ followers are not necessarily a fixed group of male 
disciples but persons, like Mary, whom Jesus loves and who love him and who live out 
that love. 

Today Mary is the model. Not Martha, though everyone loves Martha; she was 
the best hostess in town; people flocked to her home for holiday celebrations and 
parties. But today, Martha’s quiet sister Mary captures our imagination and does 
something extravagant, unexpected, and personal for Jesus. Her act literally keeps 
her in touch with him – a goal for every follower of Jesus. 
 

You each were confirmed a few minutes ago. You pledged to be faithful to Jesus, to love him. So 
here’s the question: how are you going to do that? 

I don’t think there are enough people asking themselves that question today. Apparently, 
there weren’t many people asking themselves that question among his followers in Jesus’ 
day either. 

We ask ourselves lots of other questions: where do I want to go for spring break; 
what do I want to do this weekend; what will it take to get an A in science. Your 
parents and teachers and all the rest of us ask ourselves similar questions – where 
to go, what to do, and how to accomplish some goal. 

 
But for followers of Jesus the question above all other questions, the question that you and all of 
us who call him our Lord and Savior are to ask ourselves as soon as we get up in the morning is 
“how can my living today be an expression of my love for Jesus?” 

If the world is ever to change; if we are to put an end to forces that endanger the planet, 
keep people in poverty and threaten the peace among nations it will take love as 
intentional, extravagant, and personal as Mary’s. 

Thursday night I was at a healing circle meeting; my co-facilitator was Monica 
Haslip an artist from Chicago. Twenty-five years ago when she moved there and 
joined a church she was looking for ways to show the love of Jesus to her 
community. Since she worked long hours during the week the only time she had 
was Saturday mornings and so she started inviting children in the neighborhood to 
come to her home where she gave them lessons in painting and sculpture. Today, 
Monica is the head of “Little Black Pearl High School” a school for the arts in a 
very rough neighborhood in Chicago. 

 
We are each wired to love, it’s the image of God in us. But we’re often so busy, like Mary’s 
sister Martha, that other things get in the way and we lose touch with him and life feels empty,. 

But all we have to do is ask ourselves how can we show Jesus we love him today; and 
then you know what happens; he’ll show us how…like he showed Monica in Chicago 
those kids who never stood in front of a blank canvass. 

You’re now official followers of Jesus, what that boils down to is how you show 
the world your love for him every day. We can’t wait to see how you figure that 
out. We’re here to applaud and support you every step of the way. Amen.   


