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Holy Wednesday- Byzantine 

Gospel: Matthew 26: 6-16. 

Holy Wednesday.   

We’re back to the woman and Judas again in the Gospel reading- the last go to get the 

point of both the gospel and the liturgy: those you expect to be loyal (like disciples) are 

not necessarily so.  And those you see as sinners, reprobate and immoral (like the 

woman) do good things and are praised by Jesus. 

It’s all topsy-turvy.   

Our conventional expectations are not being met.   

Things are not as they seem. 

That’s what I suggested on Palm Sunday.  We have a choice- to either try make Holy 

Week fit into our expectations, our framework for seeing things (and then we just use 

Holy Week to bolster our perceptions of things) or we let go, and we let Holy Week turn 

things upside down and disorientate us.   

This gospel reading is just one more example of how, ironically, we are being invited by 

the sacred texts and by our encrusted monastic liturgy to allow ourselves to be 

dislocated, to lose a sense that we have everything under control, that we have a 

handle on the story line of Holy Week.  Unless we can allow ourselves to be confused, 

perplexed by what’s going on, the celebration of these days will never be able to do its 

work in our lives.  They will only be “observances” and rites. 
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The opening scene: in Bethany, in the house of Simon the Leper.  Simon must have 

been a cured leper; otherwise he would not have been allowed to live in the town.  

Bethany- about 2 or 3 miles east of Jerusalem.   

Again, try to imagine being a fly on the wall, or being one of the characters in what’s 

going on in the story. You don’t know it (although the gospel writer does), but the chief 

priests are now out for Jesus.  They intend to kill him.  After the Temple incident, 

though, you might be afraid of that.  You may be rather anxious about what’s going to 

happen next.  But for the moment, at least, you’re with friends, you’re out of the 

limelight, and you’re about to have a luxury meal outside Jerusalem in Bethany. 

There’s a certain irony to that, because the name “Bethany” probably means “house of 

the poor”.   Maybe it’s a place where poor people, the really poor, come to be cared for.  

There is some evidence for this. And you and Jesus and your friends are have this big 

dinner.  The name already points to the annoyance and controversy that will arise over 

what the woman is about  to Jesus- how can she waste a month’s wages on expensive 

perfume for Jesus’ feet when the very town cries out in need?  Surely Jesus, who has 

always been sensitive to the poor of the land, can’t want that! 

But you are all gathered together.  Everyone is excited because Passover is in two 

days, and everyone is wondering what going to happen next.  Jesus has friends and 

contacts- secret ones- everywhere it seems.  What’s He going to do next? What’s His 

next move? Is He getting ready for a serious uprising, a revolt of some kind? Is that why 

you all have come up to Jerusalem?  Your head is buzzing. 
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You’re into the first courses, the initial dishes.  It’s about the time when servants should 

be coming around to wash hands and feet and to anoint them perfume- fairly cheap 

perfume- for relaxation and to remove body odors.  The streets of Jerusalem, after all, 

are like an open sewer. 

And then this woman comes in.  This was to be an all boys party.  So, that’s annoying to 

begin with.  And then she, rather than the servants, does this anointing thing.  The 

powerful aroma fills the room much like incense fills this church. 

What a waste! What a bloody waste!  Jesus should see this.  He knows how much this 

could have helped people right outside, in this very town.  If He had directed her to sell 

the perfume and give it to the poor, that could have gained Him even more support.  But 

He takes her side.  This is very much unlike Him. 

“Why are you bothering this woman?”  He says.  “She has done a beautiful thing to me.” 

“Truly I say to you, wherever this good news is preached in the whole world, what she 

has done will be told in memory of her.”   

That’s a month’s wages gone in a few minutes! 

“She’s preparing my body for burial.” What? What does that mean?   

Jesus has spoken about being “crucified” before, but surely that’s just an image, a 

metaphor, for the time of struggle and suffering that’s an inevitable part of an uprising.  

If Jesus is really going to die, then there certainly isn’t  going to be any good news being 

told around the world about either Him or this strumpet. 
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Good food.  Strong perfume.  Some crazy woman.  And now talk of burial.   

What sense does any of this make?  

What are we doing here?   

What does any of this have to do with God and with the coming of His Kingdom? 

And now Judas is going somewhere?  He must be p.o.ed about the woman with the 

perfume and Jesus’ unwillingness to listen to our criticism.  But he’ll be back. Judas is 

o.k.  He’s good with money.  He’s always looking out for us.  He’ll be back. 
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