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You know - I do like Lent.  But I have to admit that the closer we get to Easter, the more 

that the gospel stories start to confuse me.  The more bizarre the stories become.  Mind you, that 

doesn't really bother me because I always imagine that as Jesus and the disciples approached the 

first Easter, the disciples got more confused themselves.  Perhaps being confused is a sign that 

we understand the stories.  Perhaps being confused is a sign that we are actually paying attention.

And so in today's story, Jesus is eating with friends, and Mary decides to anoint Jesus's 

feet with expensive perfume.  Right in the middle of dinner.  And my mother doesn't even want 

me to put my elbows on the table.

And yet - the story is provocative - and evocative.  Just try to imagine it.  Hear the clatter 

of pottery.  Hear the mingling of voices enjoying a meal together.  Taste the spiced foods.  And 

finally, smell the perfume.  Mary would have come in, practically ignored, and then she spilled 

out a whole bottle of perfume.  The fragrance would have instantly filled the small room. The 

fragrance would have instantly filled everyone's noses.  The smell - uninvited, and yet delightful.  

Rich.  Expressive.  Expensive.  Extravagant.

Of course, when a beautiful gift is shared, it's only natural that someone else in the room - 

someone else with no gift to give - will feel jealous and will react negatively.  And to his credit,  

Judas does make some good points.  Mary's gift made no logical sense.  Mary's gift was too 

expensive.  Mary's money could have helped so many other people.

But what the disciples failed to realize was that the perfume was not a gift at all.  It was 

Mary's way to prepare for the coming death of Jesus.  It was Mary's way to begin her journey of 

grieving.

Whether by divine knowledge or by an understanding of human nature, Jesus didn't 

expect to live much longer.  And Mary, sister of Lazarus and Martha, and friend of Jesus, knew 

that Jesus was on a path leading to his death.  And therefore, Mary knew that she needed to 
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grieve.  Mary was so certain of Jesus's impending death that Mary poured the perfume on Jesus's 

feet ahead of time.

Does that seem strange to you?  Have you ever performed a physical act as part of your 

own grieving process?

[how do we grieve – any physical actions?]

I’m reminded of the movie called, About Schmidt. In the opening of the movie, Warren 

Schmidt - the central character of the story - is about to retire from his lifelong job in insurance.  

The movie opens with him sitting at his desk beside a pile of packed boxes, watching the clock 

tick away - second by second - towards 5 o’clock.  At which point he leaves his office for the last 

time.  While he waits, he looks disappointed.  As the movie unfolds, we come to see that his 

disappointment is based on his expectations about retirement.

But as the movie gets going, we soon see that Warren has a lot more to worry about than 

his expectations about retirement.  Warren’s expectations would be a dream compared to the 

reality that faces him.  Warren is confronted with many different issues of change and loss.  His 

first loss is of course his career, as he retires and heads into an unknown future.  But that is only 

the beginning.

When Warren drops by the office not long after his retirement - just to check up on 

things, not only is his replacement not interested in any help Warren has to offer, but on his way 

out of the building Warren sees his carefully packed files and boxes - the symbol of his entire 

career - in the garbage, unopened.  Shortly after that, Warren’s wife - Helen - dies suddenly.  In 

his grief, Warren spends time with Helen’s personal effects, and discovers letters that reveal that 

years earlier, Helen had had an affair with Warren’s best friend.  And when Warren’s daughter 

and her fiancee come to Helen’s funeral, Warren confirms for himself his fears that his daughter 

could have done “a lot better” in finding a mate.

So in the early parts of the movie, Warren’s life goes from a life with known expectations 

to a life of great loss.  In a short space of time, Warren loses his job, then his wife, then his best 

friend.  And as his daughter gets more and more connected to her fiancee and his dysfunctional 

family, Warren sees an increasing loss of relationship with his daughter - and he grieves that too.
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And how does Warren respond to his grief?  Warren starts where many of us start - with 

self-pity and with self-destructive behaviour.  In Warren’s case though, that was a temporary 

phase, and he moved on to new activities.

For one thing, before his retirement he and his wife bought a motorhome, and had great 

plans to tour around during retirement.  And so, after Helen's death, Warren did travel around.  

He spent a few weeks on the road en route to his daughter’s wedding.  And while he travelled, he 

re-visited many places he used to know.  His old college.  The home where he was born.  He 

reconnected with his own past.  He reconnected with his own life.  And as he reconnected with 

his own past, he did it in a way that helped him to let go of things.  In fact, reconnecting with his 

past helped Warren connect with his present.

The other thing Warren did – just before Helen died - is that he responded to an 

advertisement to sponsor a child overseas.  And in his welcome packet from the company, 

Warren was encouraged to write to his sponsored child, Ndugu.  And Warren takes his letter-

writing very seriously.  Warren writes quite a few letters to Ndugu.  When Warren writes these 

letters, many of them start with him explaining something about his old job, or his wife, or his 

daughter, but end up with him expressing his anger for how things have turned out.  Warren 

frequently writes things to Ndugu that he crosses out almost immediately after writing them.

But through these letters, Warren expresses his anger and his disappointments, and his 

frustrations.  And over time, his writing helps him deal with his own grief.  And I think that 

surprises Warren.  Because he appears to be calm and relaxed, and would not even agree that he 

even had any anger.

By anger is a significant part of warren's grief.  One evening, warren is parked in a trailer 

park for the night, and he is befriended by a couple who are staying in the same park.  They share 

dinner together.  And when the man of the couple goes to buy more beer - truth serum he calls it - 

the woman of the couple gets honest with Warren, and talks about what she sees in him.  And 

what she sees in Warren is anger.  Anger he could never express to his wife or to anybody else.

Warren is completely shocked that this total stranger sees the anger he has spent his life 

hiding.  Unfortunately warren confuses her insight with affection, and tries to make a pass at her.  

That put an immediate end to their relationship.  But it did not end the healing.  The naming of 

Warren's anger actually triggered the beginning of healing for Warren.
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In the process of talking about himself to a stranger in a trailer park, and writing out parts 

of his life story to a child in a foreign country, including facts, feelings, humour, fear, and anger - 

Warren finds healing himself.  The process is painful to Warren, but it is how he grieves, and it is 

how he processes that grief.

Lent is a time of reflection.  And it is often a time to reflect on our lives.  And all lives 

include elements of loss.  Loss is inevitable.  Therefore, grief is a natural part of life.  And often, 

that sense of grief is connected with anger in deep ways.

And yet, the ways in which we choose to grieve are as varied as we all. There is no one 

right way to grieve.  The secret to grieving is to find a way that works for you.  And then to do it.  

Mary chose to make a sacrificial offering.  Warren chose to explore his pent up emotions through 

sharing stories with complete strangers.  Lent is a good time to explore – grief, anger, fear, and 

healing - in our own lives.

I close with a quote from Michaela Bruzzese.  “As we continue this journey with Jesus 

toward Golgotha, let our eyes be opened and our hearts, like Mary's, be prepared to know an 

incomprehensible suffering.  We do so not in vain, but so that we may better minister to one 

another as a resurrection people: If we cannot minister in the midst of death, we cannot 

adequately know or share the joy of resurrection.  Let us strive to be the Mary's of today's world, 

seeking out those who suffer, prepared to have our eyes opened, our hearts broken, and our lives 

changed as we walk together.”

Amen.
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