
grandmother took on the role of 
teaching us manners: no singing at the 
table, remaining seated until everyone 
was finished, serve from the right and 
remove from the left, which fork was 
to be used for which dish. She sat 
immediately across from me, and I 
knew she would never steer me down 
the wrong path because she not only 
knew all the rules, she followed all the 
rules. 

When my parents married, it was this 
grandmother who advised my mother 
that she should not get a certain china 
because “it would establish social 
barriers when Lamar only served only 
small, country Baptist churches.” 

She sniffed when she would say 
“Baptist,” because she was a superior 
Episcopalian! When Dad’s Mom found 
out about it, she saved all her chicken 
money to purchase our mother a 
complete set of the china she wanted. 
Momma would glow when she told 
this story. She’d say: “She loved me 
because I loved her favorite child.” I 
have since wondered if the presence 
of her own mother at our table every 
single night was what all the pomp and 
circumstance was really about.

You see, our meals were not just meat 
and potatoes, they were gastronomical 
experiences of savory food, fresh 
flowers from the yard, home-baked 
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When my father took a church in 
Southern Pines, South Carolina, my 
mother overheard the movers comment 
that they had never seen such cheap 
junk in their lives! Their Crescent Hill 
apartment in Louisville had only a dirt 
floor, so my mother knew the movers 
were right. She also knew that Southern 
Pines was a resort destination, and that 
if she was going to entertain church 
members, she needed a dining room 
table that would pass inspection. So, 
she purchased a banquet size table with 
12 chairs.

This was the table around which we 
all grew up. Cakes decorated as trains 
would chug down the center of this table 
on birthdays; roasted turkeys 
awaited Dad for carving at 
Thanksgiving and Christmas; 
and most every meal had 
three generations present. 
The smallest gathering I can 
remember consisted of 7 
persons. While breakfast and 
lunch might be at a time that 
suited your daily schedule 
best, we all knew that at 6:00 every 
evening, dinner would be served. Our 
presence was not just requested, it was 
expected. 

Fresh table linens, silver, and china 
were used at every meal. My parents’ 
philosophy was why have them if you 
aren’t going to enjoy them? Dad would 
call on each of us to make a report of 
the day … something we learned or 
some unusual occurrence. If we were 
the least bit risqué, our grandmother 
would declare that we had “no delicacy 
of feeling!” Dad would save the day 
by changing the subject: “I remember 
a time in Paris, when…!” Mother did 
all the cooking and serving; and our 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know that 
I do not take full credit 

for anything that may be 
contained within, because 
I may have read or heard 
something at some point 

during my pilgrimage 
and do not remember its 
source and thus, cannot 
give the rightful author 

his/her credit. I pray that 
you will find inspiration 

and encouragement.

Sarah Shelton
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I knew she would never steer 
me down the wrong path 

because she not only knew all 
the rules, she followed all the 

rules.



bread and jams and conversation so lively that as a 
child, I had to raise my hand for permission to speak! 
There were guests often and, as you will remember, 
the dictionary remained by Dad’s place so that any 
word he challenged us with or any questionable 
word we accidentally allowed to slip out was brought 
before the greater group for definition and to find 
appropriate replacements for use, because you could 
say anything in polite society if you just had a big 
enough vocabulary! Ohhh, we wanted to be present 
at 6 every night. We might miss something if we were 
not there.

Everyone had a place at 
the table. Everyone’s needs 
had been considered and 
accommodated. Everyone 
was graciously received. 
And yet, in all that 
gathering and talking and 
eating, no one ever sat at 
anyone else’s feet. No one 
ever opened perfume. No 
one ever used their hair 
to wipe another’s feet. My 
rule following, Victorian grandmother probably would 
not have verbalized her displeasure at such displays 
of emotion and devotion while at the table. No, she 
would have sat tight-lipped and rigid.

It was such an extravagant thing for Mary to do after 
all. She and Jesus were friends…not in the ordinary 
sense of that word but in the extraordinary sense 
of that word. In just the previous chapter in John’s 
gospel, Jesus receives word that Lazarus died. Jesus 
doesn’t do what we might. We might rush to the 
home of the deceased to comfort those grieving. But 
Jesus lingered. He lingered until Lazarus’ body began 
to decompose. Martha tells Jesus that her brother 
“stinketh.” And yet, Jesus goes to the tomb and in 
front of Mary, Martha and all the gathered neighbors 
and religious authorities, he asks for the stone sealing 
the tomb to be removed. He calls for Lazarus to come 
out. Incredibly, he does. Lazarus walks out with his 
bandages trailing behind him. It is so threatening 
that Jesus can resurrect the dead that the Pharisees 
gather the entire council and they plan on how to put 
Jesus to death.

When Passover comes, Jesus makes his way to 
Bethany again. His ultimate destination is Jerusalem, 
and these friends provide him a safe place to eat and 
rest until the last steps to Jerusalem are made. He 

knows what awaits him there and so it would seem he 
is seeking comfort from those who not only affirm his 
identity as the Son of God, but who have experienced 
him as the Son of God. Ever dutiful Martha serves 
the table. Lazarus is seated there, but there is not 
one word spoken by this newly resurrected one. It 
makes me wonder if he is still in shock to realize he 
will just have to die all over again. It is ironic that 
the recently deceased Lazarus of Bethany will outlive 
the Savior Jesus of Nazareth. (Barbara Brown Taylor, “The 
Prophet Mary,” day1.org)

Martha is strangely quiet. She’s been the bossy sister 
to Mary in public before, 
even asking the Lord to 
intervene by helping Mary 
get her priorities in order. 
Because Mary always 
seems to be at the feet 
of Jesus, maybe Martha 
has learned her lesson, 
for then and now at this 
very same table, Jesus 
tells everyone to “leave 
Mary alone.” Mary brings a 

flask of pure nard. We wonder: was it left over from 
Lazarus’ burial, because it is worth at least a year’s 
wage. She breaks it open and pours it on Jesus’ feet. 
We wonder: why not his head? Why not an anointing 
fit for a king? To put the oil on his feet is to prepare 
him for death. In fact, I wonder if the smell of death 
left Lazarus and came to sit right next to Jesus. Does 
Mary know? Has she figured it out? Does she feel 
time accelerating to his death with knowledge of 
the not so secret plotting that by raising her brother 
from death, Jesus has graduated from “manageable 
nuisance” to “serious threat” in the eyes of the 
authorities?

She wipes his feet with her hair. Eugene Bay says, 
“Her extravagance is a mirror image of his generous, 
lavish offering of love.” (Fourth Presbyterian Church, 4-6-
03, “Such Extravagance”) The aroma fills the house. Bring 
to mind Krispy Kreme doughnuts that don’t make it 
home because the smell of them in the car calls out 
to you to eat them on the spot. Think chocolate chip 
cookies whose smell entices you to sneak one from the 
cooling rack before ready and the melted chocolate 
burns your tongue. Think about freshly cut grass; the 
yeast in baking bread; the grill of a neighbor; the 
pine tree at Christmas; a box of fresh crayons…all 
olfactory functions that activate memory. And while 
nard was terribly expensive, it was commonly used 
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Every person in that room 
would bring to memory this 

moment of extravagant 
love given by Mary to Jesus 

whenever they smelled burial 
oils. 



to bury the dead. So common that every person in 
that room would bring to memory this moment of 
extravagant love given by Mary to Jesus whenever 
they smelled burial oils. 

In just a few days, Jesus will gather with his disciples 
for their last meal. Like Mary, he will kneel at every 
one of their feet and wash them. How could they 
not remember Mary’s gift to Jesus as he knelt before 
them? It was at that meal that he takes the bread 
and the cup and tells his disciples to remember. To 
remember the tortuous way he will die, but I wonder, 
is it also to remember the extravagance of his love as 
Mary predicted by her overflowing, careless adoration 
that night in Bethany?

Whatever Mary thought about what she did, and 
whatever anyone else in the room thought about 
it, Jesus took it as a message from God … not the 
hysteric ministrations of an old maid gone sweetly 
mad, but the carefully performed act of a prophet … 
she was anointing Jesus for his 
burial, and while her behavior may 
have seemed strange to those 
standing around, it was no more 
strange than that of the prophets 
who went before her – Ezekiel 
eating the scroll of the Lord as a 
sign that he carried the word of 
God around inside of him (Ezekiel 
2), or Jeremiah smashing the clay 
jar to show God’s judgment on 
Judah and Jerusalem (Jeremiah 19), 
or Isaiah walking around naked 
and barefoot as an oracle against the nations (Isaiah 
20). Prophets do things like that. They act out. They 
act out the truth that no one else can see, and those 
standing around either write them off as nuts or fall 
silent before the disturbing news they bring from 
God. Lazarus, Martha, and all the disciples, save one, 
fall silent as they witness Mary at Jesus’ feet. (Taylor)

Like my grandmother, Judas is particularly offended 
to witness this intimate act. She lets her hair down 
in public! She is touching Jesus right in front of them 
all! She uses her hair on his feet binding them in 
sharing an aroma of loving devotion. Why is Martha 
so quiet? Why isn’t Martha correcting Mary? I think it 
is because they all knew that Jesus is on the hit list. 
It is just a matter of time.

Let me say that I believe the disciples, as a whole, 
are as clueless as Judas. Judas is just brave enough 

to kill the mood by speaking his mind. Because we 
know how things turn out in the end, we have the 
tendency to read betrayal into the story earlier than 
it appears. If anything, Judas is the most trusted, 
because he has charge over their collections. He 
is the Kathy Grissom, the church treasurer, of their 
little group. He is trusted to manage their resources, 
because he is one of them. He is the Lord’s friend. He 
has walked hundreds of mile, witnessed miracle after 
miracle, slept under stars, so that when Jesus says at 
the last supper, “one of you will betray me,” they all 
look at one another incapable of imagining which one 
it might be. (Barbara Brown Taylor, God in Pain, “The Betrayer 
in Our Midst,” p. 41-42)

Judas, of all people, is indispensable to our 
understanding of table fellowship. He breaks the 
mood; he calls out the awkward; and uncovers what 
he thinks is inappropriate. His presence is a lasting 
reminder that our place at the table doesn’t mean 
we are right and faithful. It more likely means that 

we are a double crossers, spies, 
impostors, but there is still a place 
for us at the table unless … unless 
… you choose to leave exchanging 
darkness for love.

Mary’s devotion is preferred. In 
fact, it fulfills Jesus’ commandment 
given at the last meal: Love one 
another even as I love you. It is his 
last will and testament. It becomes 
that little band’s personal and 
corporate commitment. While 

everything else they have seen and heard is important, 
loving one another is crucial because it will mark them 
as belonging to him. It isn’t their knowledge. It isn’t 
their piety. It isn’t their good words. It is love. Love 
that humbles itself by sitting at the feet of another 
and washing those feet with your hair.

When you come to the table today, you will be 
offered the elements of communion, bread and juice. 
However, you will also be offered an opportunity to 
be blessed with oil … oil that is fragrant…oil that 
just might fill this house with fragrance that speaks 
of our devotion to Jesus…and as the day goes on, 
perhaps you will get a little whiff of the aroma, and 
you will remember that on you, you carry the residue 
of Christ, a holiness that is known by our love for one 
another.

While everything else 
they have seen and 
heard is important, 
loving one another 
is crucial because it 
will mark them as 
belonging to him.
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