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Today’s readings unfold the drama of the betrayal, trial, and crucifixion of our Lord. I 

will talk about the implications of these great events at the 10:00 service, but what I would like 

to focus on now is the little vignette that Mark inserts right at the beginning of his passion 

narrative. 

A woman comes in and anoints Jesus with some very expensive ointment. The disciples 

complain about this, saying that it is a waste of resources that could have been used to meet the 

practical needs of the poor. Many of us have participated in similar arguments in our churches. 

Jesus rebukes them and praises the woman’s actions with the famous words “For you always 

have the poor with you.” 

Ever since Mark wrote down these words, they have been used to argue against the use of 

church resources for social ministry. Poverty is inevitable and intractable, the argument goes, so 

spending money to alleviate it is futile. If we do succeed in helping someone out of poverty there 

will be plenty of others to replace that person. Worship and evangelism have more lasting results 

and should be our priorities. 

But let’s look at the text more closely. In today’s reading we had the benefit of hearing 

the passage in context. It is sandwiched between the religious authorities’ conspiracy to kill Jesus 

and Judas’ betrayal of him. The contrast between these supremely evil acts and the woman’s 

amazing generosity could not be more striking. Furthermore, Judas’ betrayal also involves the 

expenditure of money. What could Mark be trying to tell us about the contrast between Jesus’ 

values and those of the world? 
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The story is present in all four Gospels. John attributes the complaining to Judas and 

comments that his motive was not that he cared about the poor, but that he was a thief and 

wanted the money for himself. Mary shows extravagant love whereas Judas will soon viciously 

betray Jesus. Luke describes the anointing but does not mention the argument over the poor at 

all. 

Another clue is found when we realize that here, as in so many places, Jesus was quoting 

the Hebrew scriptures. In the Greek it is clear that the phrase “For you always have the poor with 

you” is a quotation from book of Deuteronomy. When it is placed back in its full scriptural 

context, the picture is dramatically changed. The text of Deuteronomy chapter 15, verses 1 to 11 

is worth quoting in full. 

Every seventh year you shall grant a remission of debts. 2 And this is the 

manner of the remission: every creditor shall remit the claim that is held against a 

neighbor, not exacting it of a neighbor who is a member of the community, 

because the LORD’s remission has been proclaimed. 3 Of a foreigner you may 

exact it, but you must remit your claim on whatever any member of your 

community owes you. 4 There will, however, be no one in need among you, 

because the LORD is sure to bless you in the land that the LORD your God is 

giving you as a possession to occupy, 5 if only you will obey the LORD your God 

by diligently observing this entire commandment that I command you today. 

6 When the LORD your God has blessed you, as he promised you, you will lend to 

many nations, but you will not borrow; you will rule over many nations, but they 

will not rule over you. 
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7 If there is among you 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. 8 You should rather 

open your hand, willingly lending enough to meet the need, whatever it may be. 

9 Be careful that you do not entertain a mean thought, thinking, “The seventh year, 

the year of remission, is near,” and therefore view your needy neighbor with 

hostility and give nothing; your neighbor might cry to the LORD against you, and 

you would incur guilt. 10 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. 11 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.” 

So, in Deuteronomy, the reason that “there will never cease to be some in need on the 

earth” is that we are sinful and disobey God’s commands. If we observe the Lord’s 

commandments in their entirety, including the periodic forgiveness of debts, there will be enough 

for everyone and “there will be no one in need among you.” The very existence of poverty 

indicates a moral failing. Therefore we are obliged to be generous in alleviating poverty when it 

does occur. 

Jesus knew the Hebrew scriptures well. His intention in quoting Deuteronomy cannot 

have been to minimize the importance of doing justice to the poor. He says “you can do kindness 

to the poor whenever you wish” and, in the full context of Deuteronomy, that should be 
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interpreted to mean that you should do kindness to the poor at all times. The woman’s action is 

above and beyond. As Jesus points out, “she has done what she could.” The implication is that 

the woman’s action is a special case of doing kindness to the poor, and that she has recognized 

what others missed, that Jesus is himself one of the poor. In her overwhelming generosity toward 

Jesus she is setting an example for all of us of how we should treat the least in our society. 

As the passion narrative continues it becomes clear that the identification of Jesus with 

the poor is not far-fetched. Jesus was homeless; he had to use a stranger’s house to celebrate the 

Passover. He was buried in a borrowed tomb. At the end he had no possessions left, not even his 

clothes. Today’s Old Testament reading and psalm were chosen because they are from the 

perspective of one who, like Jesus, is publicly disgraced, insulted, and abused to the point that he 

has no physical strength left, although he is innocent of any wrongdoing. As Paul tells us in 

Philippians, Jesus has emptied himself of his divine prerogatives and taken the form of a slave, a 

human being with the lowest possible status in society. 

As we celebrate Christ’s Passion, let us be moved to follow Christ’s example in scorning 

our privileges and living in solidarity with the least in our society, knowing that by doing so we 

are honouring him. Amen.
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