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The Anointing Woman: Mark 14:1-9 

 
It was two days before the Passover and the festival of Unleavened Bread. The 
chief priests and the scribes were looking for a way to arrest Jesus by stealth and 
kill him; for they said, “Not during the festival, or there may be a riot among the 
people.” 
  
While Jesus was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, as he sat at the table, 
a woman came with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment of nard, and she broke 
open the jar and poured the ointment on his head. 
 
But some were there who said to one another in anger, “Why was the ointment 
wasted in this way?  For this ointment could have been sold for more than three 
hundred denarii, and the money given to the poor.” And they scolded her. 
 
But Jesus said, “Let her alone; why do you trouble her? She has performed a good 
service for me. For you always have the poor with you, and you can show 
kindness to them whenever you wish; but you will not always have me. She has 
done what she could; she has anointed my body beforehand for its burial. Truly I 
tell you, wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has 
done will be told in remembrance of her.”  

 
 
Reflecting on the Passage  
The story of the woman who anoints Jesus is a significant one in each of the 
Gospels, but is not ordinarily a part of our observance of Holy Week. In the 
Gospel of Mark, the woman’s anointing clearly establishes Jesus’ role as the 
Messiah (which means literally, “the anointed one,” as does Christos) before he 
undergoes the suffering and death that he has been trying to prepare his 
disciples to witness. 

• In chapter 8 of the Gospel of Mark, Peter declares Jesus the Messiah, 
but then does not want to accept that the Messiah must suffer and die 
before God raises him. 

• What is unique to the woman’s witness is that she does not refuse 
Jesus’ interpretation of her gesture as anointing his “body beforehand 
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for its burial.” She is seemingly able to comprehend that, in Jesus, 
being God’s Messiah does not insulate him from suffering. In fact, his 
Messiahship will require his suffering, because of the extremity of 
injustice that surrounds him. 

• A member of a Bible study I was leading many years ago made the 
remark that, because of this woman’s anointing, Jesus would have 
been able to smell the fragrant oil all the way to his last breath. The oil 
would have been a physical reminder that he was God’s beloved 
Messiah through all the events of the Passion, strengthening Jesus 
himself to endure the role he was given, to be God’s suffering 
Messiah. 

 
The others who are at the dinner protest that the costly oil could have been sold, 
and the money given to the poor. Jesus seems to see right through this thin 
veneer of care for the poor, as he says, no doubt ironically, “you always have the 
poor with you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you wish.” In 
essence, Jesus dares these people to continue to care for the poor after their 
grandstanding moment is past. 
 
Besides the story of Peter’s declaration of Jesus as the Messiah in chapter 8, the 
story of the anointing woman also refers back to the story of the poor widow at 
the end of chapter 12. The widow puts two copper coins into the treasury of the 
Temple, all she had, or as Jesus says, “her whole life.” The widow and the 
anointing woman frame chapter 13 of Mark, in which the cost of discipleship is 
made frightningly clear. Both women risk all that they have, one to support the 
Temple of God, the other to proclaim Jesus as God’s Messiah. 
 
Practicing Remembrance 
At the conclusion of the story of the anointing woman, Jesus says that “wherever 
the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told 
in remembrance of her.” The question for us is, How shall we practice 
remembrance of this woman? 
 

• Re-membrance means literally to put your whole body (your 
members) into action again. What actions will re-member this 
woman’s actions? 

• What are you willing to pour out, to proclaim Jesus as Messiah? 
• Where do you place your ultimate trust? 
• What one step might you take, to place more of your trust in God? 

 
Prayer 
God of all wisdom and encouragement, give us the grace to know how to 
remember the anointing woman in our own day, and to repeat her proclamation 
not only in words but in actions, that all that we do may speak of the 
Messiahship of Jesus. Amen. 
 


