The Anointing at Bethany

Read: Mark 14:3-9

Bethany was something of a retreat location for Jesus, but here he is a guest in the house of Simon the leper. The house Jesus was in had easy public access and hence a woman is able to come off the public street to perform this action of love for Jesus with relative ease.

Those eating at the table would have been reclining on long couches facing the table, resting on one arm and using their free arm and hand to eat.

The unnamed woman brings an expensive perfume in an expensive container. She breaks it open and pours the contents over the head of Jesus. There is an instant – and negative – reaction from some of the guests at table.

Discuss:

What first grabbed their attention? 

First of all, they considered it wasted on Jesus.

There was no questioning about her motive, or what she was attempting to show by this action. She was simply, extravagantly wasting her money on Jesus.

The perfume may well have been in concentrated form and would have been used sparingly (with great affect) many, many times.

Here it was all poured out on Jesus. The bottle/jar was empty!

Reflect:

Why do you think the critics resorted to such holy and pious dismissal of her action?

The perfumed lotion was worth around 100 days of a labourer’s wage. “The money could have been given to the poor,” they protested.

What does Jesus immediately do?

Jesus springs to her defence – “Let her alone!”

Opportunities for helping those in need are always around you, says Jesus. 

You’ve many chances to put your piety into practice if this is so important to you, he says.

Then Jesus sees in the action of this woman something quite startling!

She has, he says, anointed my body beforehand for burial; the whole atmosphere in the room changes.

Imagine:

You are there at that moment.

What are the reactions of the various people you see?
-Simon, 
-the woman,
- the other guests?

And filling the air, the strong, beautiful fragrance of the perfume poured on the head of Jesus.

Jesus begins again, “Amen. Amen.”

He concludes by saying that the example of this woman’s giving will be told as part of the Gospel proclamation to stimulate such generous action in others (verse 9).

Ponder: 

How do you react to this woman’s action? 

What puzzles you about it? 

What do you find attractive in her decision?

Pray together:

 Ask that your individual and corporate expressions of love may be characterised and motivated by generosity, and not by meanness and calculation.

Leader’s Notes:

The incident chosen for this study is, in one sense, an obvious one. It’s important that people understand, from the teaching and example of Jesus, how God views our responsibilities within the world he has created and in which we live.

Care and concern for others are somewhat counter-cultural. Society gives celebrity status to those who are so work centred that they have no time for enhancement of their personal awareness, self-understanding and their relationships. Celebrity status is often given to the economically rich.

Encourage your participants to speak their own insights. There is nothing more calculated to destroy a person’s confidence if s/he feels their opinion is not listened to. Some within the group will find it easier to use their imagination than others.

The Anointing at Bethany:

The anointing at Bethany is told in a number of versions but here is principally used with reference to the anticipated death of Jesus. These are days of crisis – there is a plot to kill Jesus and Judas is soon to conspire with the authorities to betray Jesus. Peter is just days away from his denial and all the disciples will leave Jesus for fear. Here is this one bright source of light in a rather gloomy canvas. It is both a moment of tragedy and intense beauty.

Jesus says her act of love and extravagant generosity will bring into any present moment a reality that was first expressed in Simon’s house (Mark 14:9). Perhaps those involved in your bible study group have been the recipients of such generosity. Probably they would not be ready to share examples of their own generosity, but looking at this story together can bring to the surface those ‘knowing’ moments when the group leader recognises s/he is not in the realm of mere theory and conjecture.
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