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There is a Winslow Homer painting titled The Gulf Stream. Anyone who receives Richard Rohr’s daily 

blog has seen it lately. The painting is of a lone man lying on the deck of a fishing boat riding the swells 

in a turbulent ocean. Storm clouds fill the sky.  There are several sharks circling the boat. On closer 

examination we see that the mast of the boat is broken off. What looks to be the remnant of the sail is 

hanging over one side. And the rudder is missing too. All-in-all it is a depiction of a pretty desperate 

situation. Cast adrift in rough, shark-infested waters with no means to speed progress or set direction. 

We can all identify with the situation in the painting. Those times in our lives when the going is rough. 

When the wind is no longer in our sails and the rudder is gone. And the sharks are waiting to feast. I 

think Jesus must have had time like that too.  That thought makes the scene in today’s Gospel lesson all 

the more personal and touching for me. Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem to a showdown that he knows 

will not end well for him. He’s at the home of some long-time friends with his disciples. Just chilling 

and having a meal. For once Martha is not complaining that Mary isn’t doing her fair share. But even 

this idyllic scene changes rather suddenly into something contentious. Mary’s very personal, generous 

act sets off Judas and Jesus has to step in and referee.  

 

The story of Jesus’ anointing is one of a few stories that appear in all four Gospels. The various versions 

of this one all have roughly the same basic structure up to a point. It goes something like this: Jesus is at 

a gathering. A woman anoints him. People complain about the waste of resources. Jesus reprimands 

them for their complaints and reminds them what God expects of them. Except for the version in Luke 

(7:36-50), the event takes place just before Passover and the anointing is seen as a preparation of Jesus’ 

body for burial. Generally, the storyline in Matthew (26:6-13), Mark (14:3-9) and John are in agreement. 

But there are important differences. John offers details that others do not. And I think they have an 

important effect on how we hear the story. First, Jesus is in the home of trusted friends and supporters. 

They are even people that we know. We know Martha, Mary and Lazarus from other stories. Mary who 

does the anointing was the one who doted on Jesus while Martha served. Her brother, Lazarus, who is 

also present, is the one who Jesus brought back to life. We know that Mary is a person who has the 

means to purchase such a large amount of the costly oil. Her actions tell us that she is generous and 

devoted to Jesus. That we know Mary and her relationship with Jesus personalizes the story for us. It 

adds intimacy to the scene and gives us the sense of being there in person.  

 

But there is a significant deviation by John. In addition to having the anointing performed by an 

anonymous woman, Matthew and Mark have Jesus being anointed on his head. And that is a significant 

difference. Anointing symbolizes transformation and anointing the head usually indicates a change in 

status within the community. Kings and prophets and priests are anointed in recognition of their new 

responsibilities. Moses anointed Aaron and his sons to serve God as priests – an elevation in status and 

authority. In our Christian practices the newly baptized are anointed as a sign of their new status as a 

member of the community. But, as we have just heard, the anointing in John’s version of the story is 

only of Jesus’ feet. Now in ancient society the hands and feet were seen as the seats of action. So, while 

Mary’s act is important for its affection and devotion to Jesus, it is important that it is in effect preparing 

him for action. Not just for burial. While the anointing occurs in a singular moment, it is pointing to the 
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singular action that Jesus will undertake in the future. Mary’s act of self-giving foreshadows Jesus act of 

self-giving.   

 

But there is one important area of consistency in these three versions of the story. That has to do with 

the complainers. The three versions of story identify various sources of complaint. But the complaint 

itself is uniform across the three versions of the story. Resources have been wasted and are no longer 

available. But, here again, John’s specific identity of a single individual is unique and adds intimacy to 

the story. By focusing on Judas’ motivation, the real issue is exposed. And it is one that we can 

understand.  The complaint is indicative of what sociologists call a “limited good” society. What that 

meant in ancient times was that everything that could exist already did exist and was already fully 

distributed. In other words, the resources are limited and no one can get more unless someone else gets 

less. There was also a common sentiment in those times that the distribution of things should not be 

altered. If you think about it, it’s not very different from how we think today. To their credit, Jesus’ 

disciples were able to imagine the possibility of redirecting resources to help those in need. But they still 

view those same resources as fixed. That the oil has been used to anoint Jesus means there are no 

resources to give to the poor. But Jesus has a different view.  “You will always have the poor with you” 

would have reminded those gathered with him of the broader implications of Moses’ teaching in 

Deuteronomy (15:7-8, 10-11). 

 

If there is anyone in need, a member of your community in any of your towns within the land that the 

Lord your God is giving you, do not be hard-hearted or tight-fisted toward your needy neighbor. You 

should rather open your hand, willingly lending to meet the need, whatever it may be. Give liberally and 

be ungrudging when you do so, for on this account the Lord your God will bless you in all your work 

and in all that you undertake. Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I therefore 

command you, “Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land.” 

 

It is impossible to hear these words without hearing the personal responsibility they imply. Jesus is 

reminding his disciples of that the responsibility. And also telling them that it is not limited by their 

perception of resources as finite. The resource that counts is love and there is enough of that to go 

around. The only thing that limits that is their willingness to share it. Jesus knows, and so do we, that 

there will always be poor and needy people in the world. People whose sails are tattered and torn by the 

winds of life. Who have no rudder to help them steer to safe harbor. And he knows too that there is 

enough to go around. If we only will. It his own very personal act of self-giving love that reminds us of 

that. Amen.   


