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 Recently a governor was heard quoting the words of Jesus from our passage.  He had 
attended a briefing about the growing income inequality between the poor and middle class.  
This governor comes from a state that statistically has seen growth in jobs but a reduction in care 
for the poor.  After learning about causes and statistics about the growing gap between the 
middle class and the poor, and being asked about what his state could do about it, he responded 
by saying, “Biblically, the poor are always going to be with us in some form or fashion.”  Then 
he went on to say there was nothing more to be done to help the poor.  I deliberately left out the 
name of the governor, because that is not the point.  The point is that these words of Jesus are 
often used to explain or even justify poverty by people who are not poor.  These words of Jesus, 
“The poor you will always have with you…” often are misused.  And when I read the governor’s 
words I recognized that I’ve said the same thing and I’ve heard others do the same. “Oh… it 
breaks my heart to see people sleeping in doorways… like Jesus said, “The poor you will always 
have with you.”  “I was delivering gifts to a poor family and would you believe it?  They had a 
flat screen T.V. bigger than mine.  They are lazy.  But, like Jesus said, “The poor you will 
always have with you.” “I went on a mission trip and we painted a school.  I felt bad for all those 
poor children, but like Jesus said, “The poor you will always have with you.” 
 Is Jesus justifying the division between people of wealth and people who are poor?  Are 
these words of Jesus meant to comfort middle class Christians who struggle to “fix” this problem 
of poverty? We will reflect on these questions by considering our passage in its context.  And the 
context of our passage begins in chapter 11 and continues on until chapter 19. These chapters are 
permeated with the smell of death… that begins with Martha’s statement about Lazarus… “Lord, 
don’t open the tomb… death stinks!”  Every chapter references Jesus death.  These chapters are 
permeated with the stink of death.  Here in chapter 12 there are two responses that we should pay 
attention to.  First, there is Mary.  We will pay attention to how she responds to the imminent 
death of Jesus.  Second, there is Judas.  We will consider how this disciple of Jesus responds to 
the imminent death of Jesus.  Finally, there is Jesus who reveals what the reactions of Mary and 
Judas teach us about how the church relates to the poor.   
 What do we notice about Mary?  Mary was acquainted with death.  The memory of 
keeping vigil with Martha as they watched Lazarus die is a vivid, like it happened yesterday, the 
sound of his breath rattling, the sight of his complexion going pale, the sound of neighbors 
mourning, the feel of tears on her cheeks, and the smell of death.  Mary decides to throw a party 
to honor the resurrected life of Lazarus by anointing Jesus for his burial.  She and Martha had 
worked to prepare everything just right for the banquet.  They had cleaned the house until it was 
spotless:  Sweeping out the corners, scrubbing the floors and washing the carpets.  The scent of 
lilacs and roses drifted in through the windows.  And the banquet would feature all of Jesus’ 
favorite foods: fish from the sea of Galilee, olives from the groves outside of Jerusalem, wine 
from Cana, a spotless lamb was roasted, and enough bread to feed a multitude.  The day of the 
banquet came and the invited guests were seated around the table.  Martha orchestrated the 
assembly and distribution of platters heaped with olives and hummus, fish and lamb, bread and 
wine.  Then when the banquet was in full swing, Mary revealed the purpose for the banquet to 



 

honor the resurrected life of Lazarus by anointing Jesus for his burial. Nobody at the table would 
notice Mary enter into the room.  But then she took off her head scarf and unbraided her long 
black hair and let it fall down around her face and shoulders.  And the conversations stopped 
mid-sentence.  This is shocking!  This is too intimate for a public gathering.  But Mary is 
undeterred; she picks up the jar that she had placed near Jesus’ feet.  Removing the lid the she 
pours an entire pint of pure nard onto Jesus’ smelly feet.  Immediately the smells of lamb and 
fish, olives and baked bread was overwhelmed by the aroma of Mary’s costly offering.  The 
fragrance of her offering fills the room and drives out the odor that had lingered since the day 
Lazarus died.  Mary humiliates herself in the eyes of her neighbors when she anoints Jesus for 
burial.  She offers her most precious gift because she believes in the resurrection.  Remember in 
chapter 11 at the tomb of Lazarus Jesus declared “I am the resurrection and the life.”  He then 
asked Mary and Martha if they believed this.  By anointing Jesus for burial before his crucifixion 
Mary reveal that her heart has been transformed by the good news that Jesus brings life after 
death.  And so Mary offers her most precious possession in order to join with Jesus in his 
suffering and death.  And by noticing the lingering fragrance is an affirmation of hope in 
resurrection life. Decades after this story takes place, the Apostle Paul explains the aroma of the 
gospel in 2 Corinthians 2:15-16, “For we are to God the pleasing aroma of Christ among those 
who are being saved and those who are perishing. To the one we are an aroma that brings death; 
to the other, an aroma that brings life.”  Mary demonstrates how our union with Christ becomes 
and aroma of life through service and love.   
 What do we notice about Judas? Judas doesn’t smell sacrifice or humility, love or hope.  
John tells us that Judas is a thief.  He smells money.  And he attacks Mary, “Why wasn’t this 
perfume sold?” He smells an opportunity to take that money from the benevolence fund that he 
managed, “Why wasn’t the money given to the poor?” Judas’ words reveal his heart as well.  
Judas is an example of the fool in Psalm 14 that we read earlier.  In his heart he is an enemy of 
God, because he is an enemy of the poor.  His plan to rob the poor reveals a heart that doesn’t 
believe in God.  Judas, who is a disciple of Jesus cannot believe in Jesus, the resurrection and the 
life.  Judas cannot imagine letting go of his self-interest, or self-preservation and putting his hope 
in Jesus.  Mary is an example of dying to self and joining Jesus in his death and resurrection.  
Judas is an example of rejecting Jesus sacrifice. 
 What about Jesus? By comparing and contrasting Mary and Judas we can hear Jesus’ 
words in their biblical context. So what does Jesus mean when he says, “you will always have 
the poor, but you will not always have me”?  Eugene Peterson points out that in Hebrew there is 
linguistic relationship “between the words poor (aniyyim) and humble (anawim).  ‘Poor’ 
designates a socioeconomic state; ‘humble,’ a moral-spiritual condition. What they have in 
common is non-possessiveness.”  Jesus uses this linguistic connection between these two words 
in his ministry.  The clearest example of this is found in the Beatitudes.  We are most familiar 
with Matthew’s translation of the beatitudes where Jesus says, “Blessed are the poor in spirit.”  
He is referring to being humble, a moral spiritual condition.  Luke’s translation of the beatitudes 
has Jesus saying, “Blessed are the poor.”  Jesus is referring to being poor, a socioeconomic state.  
Taken together, Jesus teaches that the Kingdom of God is for those who are detached from 
anything and everything that hinders complete trust in Christ alone.  Kingdom citizens are 
detached from worldly wealth, a socioeconomic state.  Kingdom citizens are detached from self: 
self-sufficiency, self-righteousness, selfishness - a moral spiritual condition.   There is a 
connection between detachment from wealth and detachment from self. In this passage Jesus 
isn’t separating himself from the poor.  That cannot be what he means, because that would 



 

contradict everything he did throughout his ministry.  Because he is demonstrating the Old 
Testament message that God loves the poor, the humble, and the outcast, he was always joining 
the outcast, the poor.  E. Peterson says, “The poor, if we read Scripture carefully, are not a 
problem to be solved but people to join.”   
 Friends, Jesus words, “the poor you have always with you,” are a mission statement for 
the church.  Jesus is offering us a way to join Jesus in the way that Mary does.  We don’t have 
Jesus here.  We cannot prepare his body for burial.  But, we do have the poor and by humbling 
ourselves to join them, we become a fragrant offering. Our lives become perfume. These words 
are an invitation from Christ to embrace poverty in all its facets – physical, economic, spiritual – 
in ourselves and in our neighbors.  And it this way the church spreads the aroma of resurrection 
life. 
 Fr. Gregory Boyle, author of Tattoos on the Heart tells stories of his work in East LA 
with people who are homeless or immigrants, people in prison or in gangs.  Dolores Mission 
Church became the location ministry to all sorts of people who had one things in common – they 
were outcasts.  For example the church served people who were homeless by providing shelter.  
Homeless men would sleep in the church and the women and children would sleep in the convent 
nearby.  By Sunday morning the church smelled like a shelter for men who were homeless.  And 
so every Sunday morning they doused the sanctuary with generous doses of that product “I Love 
My Carpet” and they lit every candle in that Roman Catholic church.  But, the smell permeated 
the building.  It was overwhelming. And it got to be bad enough that the members started to 
complain.  So, Fr. Boyle began to address the issue in his Sunday sermons.  He says that in those 
days the congregation was used to sermons as dialogue.   
Fr. Boyle:  “Congregation what does the church smell like?’  His was met with awkward 
silence… men counting the tiles on the ceiling and women rummaging in their purses. 
Fr. Boyle:  “Come on, now, what’s the church smell like?” 
Don Rafael who sat in the back row shouted, “It smells like feet!” 
Fr. Boyle:  “Excellent.  But why does it smell like feet?” 
This time a woman spoke up: “Cuz many homeless men slept here last night?” 
Fr. Boyle: “Well, why do we let that happen here?” 
Another voice shouts: “It’s what we committed to do.” 
Fr. Boyle: “Well why would a church commit to do that?” 
Someone else says: “It’s what Jesus would do.” 
Fr. Boyle:  “Well, then…what does the church smell like now?” 
A man stands up and bellows, “It smells like commitment!” 
Guadalupe waves her arms wildly, “It smells like roses.” 
 “The poor you will always have with you,” is Jesus’ mission statement for the church.  
His words are an invitation to join with the outcasts through service, through relationship.  
Because when we nurture a relationship with someone who is poor we learn how to let go of our 
selfishness, self-righteousness, our own self-importance. To join the poor, is to join with Jesus in 
his suffering.  And that is the aroma of life. Amen. 
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