
4 A Woman Of Bethany

(Mark 14:3-9)

I told her not to do it. I told her not to go. "You'll only cause problems," I said. 
“Problems for yourself and problems for all of us!” I mean, in our business you 
have to be discrete, that is if you want to stay in business. Public displays are 
definitely not the thing, not the thing at all. So I told her: "Don't go! Stay away! 
Don't make trouble for yourself, it's not worth it!"
But all my pleading fell on deaf ears. It was like talking to a dog at meal time, 
nothing, just nothing could stop her.

It all started about six months ago. We'd been working one night and were both 
particularly fed up. I just wanted to get home and sleep, but Myra was restless. 
She wanted to talk, but I didn't want to listen, and so we had a row. She stormed 
off into the night and I staggered home and fell into bed.

It was the middle of the morning when I was woken up. Well I say woken up, 
that's hardly an adequate description of what happened. Rather I was catapulted 
into consciousness as Myra came flying through the door jabbering and shouting 
and jumping and dancing like an excited child. I put my head under the pillow and 
tried not to listen, but in an instant Myra was on the bed pulling the covers off and 
chattering with the excitement of a demented dog.

She'd met a man. 
Well nothing new in that, I thought.
But a different man,
Nothing new in that either, for Myra they're all different.
And they'd talked all night, just talked. And he'd shown her things she'd never 
seen before, made her think things she'd never thought before, and ... and.... and 
on and on she went. A never ending torrent of excited chatter that in the fuzz of 
waking sleep just made my head spin. On and on she went, for .... probably two 
hours. Only stopping when she fell like an exhausted child on the bed, overtaken 
by the deepest of sleep.

That night Myra went out as we usually did, but she had no thought of working. 
Instead she spent the whole night roaming the town. Looking, searching, hoping 
that at every corner she turned she would find him again. But he was not to be 
found. As quickly as this mysterious man had come into her life, so he had 
vanished again.

And Myra? Well her restlessness has grown and grown, her heart has been filled 
with sorrow and shame. Night after night I've sat and held her as she has wept 
and sobbed and moaned from the depths of her broken heart.



That is until today, until this  morning, until 'he' turned up again. It was early, an 
unusual time for us to be out but work has been the last thing on our minds over 
these months. We were out to buy bread when she saw him. From a distance, 
walking with a group of men. Myra froze, every muscle in her body wanted to 
spring into action, to run along the street towards him, to shout, to leap. But that 
couldn't be. Women like us... it would never do. But as they passed by their 
conversation was clear. They would gather again this evening at the house of 
Simon the leper and 'he' would be there.

Myra clutched my arm. For a moment she seemed unsteady on her feet, but then 
in a moment she was off, racing through the streets, dodging round the traders 
and merchants as they began to lay out their stalls. I lost her  in no time at
all, and it was only as she came home that I knew where she had been. The 
smell filled the house almost before Myra had walked through the door, and she 
stood in the room clutching the little jar. "This is for him," she said, "for him."
It had cost her all she had, every penny. Not just any perfume, but pure Nard. 
Brought on the camels from the far distant East.

When Myra told me her plan I thought she had gone mad. I thought she had 
been seized by some kind of insanity. I mean he would surely disgrace her, 
disown her, call the crowd to drag her out and stone her for such behaviour. But 
Myra was determined and, as I've said, my pleading fell on very deaf ears. So, as 
night fell, we left. Taking the back streets, walking in the shadows. Making our 
way out of our part of town, over the bridge, and along the wider, leafier streets 
where Simon and the other rich Pharisees and merchants live.

Then we were there. The noise growing louder with every step. The lamps 
burning brightly in the house. The sound of voices and plates, of wine and music. 
We made our way to the door. I left Myra there and stepped back a few paces to 
where I could see in through the window. Myra slipped quietly in. Through the 
window I could see probably half of the room. Men reclining at table. Food and 
wine laid out. Arms waving as voices were raised in forceful conversation. There 
were a few there I knew, a few that I could tell a story or two about, a few that 
had made use of my services in the past. and as I looked I was sure I could see 
the man, the man we had seen that morning, the man who had turned Myra's 
heart up-side-down these last few months.

And then I saw her. standing behind him she snapped the stem of the jar and 
immediately one by one each of the men fell silent, each looking across the room 
toward Myra. Each looking with steely accusing stares at this woman who had 
intruded so shamelessly upon them. All that is except him, except him. The man 
simply stayed still. Myra by now had poured out the perfume, she was rubbing 
the oil into his hair  and at the same time she was sobbing, sobbing as even in 
these months I had never heard her sob before. Her hair fell loosely and as her 
tears fell in rivers on his feet and legs, she wiped them away with her hair.



The cold silence in the room continued. Any moment, any moment I thought, 
someone will strike her. Any moment some of them will drag her out while others 
take up stones for what now seemed inevitable. Any moment, it's just a question 
of ....

But then cutting through the night, rending the silence, I heard a voice, and 
instantly I knew what it was that Myra had felt those six months ago. For the 
words that this voice spoke were words that somehow reached inside of you, 
words that touched you, words that changed you in ways that you could not 
possibly understand.

"Why?" I heard him say, and he looked around the room as if taking in each 
person who was there. "Why do you think such things. she has done a beautiful 
thing for me. She has anointed my body for burial. Leave her alone, for what she 
has done will be talked about for the generations to come."

And then he turned to Myra and This extraordinary man, as everyone in the room 
had their eyes fixed on him, turned to Myra and said, "Your sins are forgiven. 
Your sins are forgiven.”

When Myra came out I hardly recognised her. The distraught, broken, line drawn 
Myra of the past few months had gone. In front of me was a Myra who was 
radiant, glowing. Her face seemed to shine! It reminded me of those stories I 
heard as a child of Moses and his meetings with God.

As for him? Well we were to see the cruellest things as with other women we 
wept on that desolate hilltop and as we watched the stone put in it’s place. But 
we have too seen the most glorious things as we have followed him and follow 
him still. 
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