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Isaiah 43:16-21
Psalm 126
Philippians 3:4b-14
John 12:1-8

What links the texts this week? 

There is so much FLESH in our sacred texts! We are led into celebration of laughter on tongues, drink 
in our throats, frangrance in our hair and feet, even the choice of circumcision - our bodies are sacred. 
The agency we carry in our flesh is a gift! Our flesh expresses the divine in literal form. As Christians, 
we will soon celebrate how know God through resurrection of the flesh. Before we can do that, we 
also recognize that change and transition - even grief and loss - are inherent in the enfleshed experi-
enced. Which could invite us to think about change as divine, too... even when it hurts.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Mary, rubbing Jesus’ feet with oil
and wiping them with her hair,
anointed her beloved.
When death was around the corner,
she poured out
intimacy, extravagance, and blessing.
This is how the Enfleshed God moves:
Kneeling at the feet of our beloved bodies,
honoring the holy fragility of being alive—
Skin and muscle,
Dust and dirt,
Love and fear,
Relationships and, in death,
the grief that follows.
Come, God of earth and cup poured out, Come.

Opening Prayer

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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Teacher Jesus—as you were sensually blessed by your beloved, remind us that our bodies are good, holy, 
and worthy of blessing. As you were receptive to Mary’s intimate outpouring of love, open us to closeness 
and connection. As you, even near to your death, embraced the tenderness of life, accompany us in these 
death-dealing times towards compassion. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

What pleasure it is to embrace each other, to dance, to bless each other with kind hands. How healing it 
is to practice consent and compassion in a world shaped by cruel and abusive systems. Let us bless one 
another generously—with shared vulnerability and joy. And with the gifts we collect this day.

Prayer of Dedication

Enfleshed God—we cannot stand it when bodies are treated as anything but sacred. Queer bodies, trans 
bodies, children, immigrants, Black and brown bodies, bodies with wombs, Palestinian bodies—Sacred, holy, 
beloved! Worthy of protection! Worthy of tenderness! Worthy of joy! Bless our offerings to the freedom of 
all bodies everywhere. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth (yes, even with all this sorrow)
blessing one another extravagantly. 
For life is to be touched and embraced.
And the Holy flows, like oil upon weary feet,
in the giving and receiving of care.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 What practices in your tradition honor and celebrate bodies? How can this connection 
be strengthened and made more explicit?

•	 How close is your congregation to those who are exploited? What does the average 
income of your community members reveal about your collective faith practice?

•	 What kind of grief support is available in your spiritual tradition? How can you build a 
community practice of communal grief and helping others to release what has changed?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries and the liturgical benediction are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 
 
Cosmic - Like an escaped hallelujah, this vividly sensuous passage breaks the bounds of the somber Lenten 
season. There is delicious food—not a fast but a feast among friends, lovingly prepared by one for the others. 
There is the strong, sweet smell of nard, which, as Karoline Lewis suggests, likely competes with the smell of 
death already figuratively “reclining on Jesus” as he approaches Jerusalem. The same stench may linger around 
Lazarus. Remember Martha’s warning that “the smell will be terrible” if the tomb is opened? You don’t come 
back from the dead without having been changed by the experience, and I have to wonder whether Lazarus in 
particular, is sensitive to the smell of impending death in the room. Then there is the anointing, the gentle, exhil-
arating feel of Mary’s lotioned hair on Jesus’ feet.

This is certainly one of the more “enfleshed” passages in scripture, celebrating the presence of the Divine in 
fleshy bodies - bodies that are sensitive, hungry, exhausted, worried, traumatized, yearning, joyful, and grieving at 
the same time. In describing the anointing of Jesus’ body for what they all know he must do—the risky direct 
actions they must take in the coming week—this passage anoints our own tender, fearful, courageous, yearning 
bodies as we contemplate what this time calls us to. It is good to linger here.

It is good to bless one another’s bodies. It is good, even, to be extravagant in that blessing, affirming and cele-
brating one another’s fleshy humanity. How is your congregation celebrating one another? What forms of safe, 
consensual touch can you cultivate?

The sensuous tone abruptly changes at verse 4, when the voice of Judas breaks in. This voice is deeply uncom-
fortable with what is happening. I can’t help but hear it as the disembodied voice of the church appealing to 
pietistic charity (“What about the poor?”), to prim modesty, to “good business sense,” to purity-ringed chasti-
ty and abstinence-only preaching, to cover for its complicity in destroying bodies. It cannot abide this kind of 
tenderness and care for a body.

The church, writ large, is often a traitor to bodies. It was complicit in the enslavement, torture, and slaughter of 
Indigenous, African, and African-descended bodies. It continues to be complicit in this and more to the degree 
that it fails to speak out against policies that detain bodies, deport them away from their families and commu-
nities, incarcerate them in the modern day plantations known as prisons, isolate them in solitary confinement, 
and kill them through both judicial and extrajudicial means. Much of the church is complicit in the disciplining 
of bodies into a rigid and often literally deathly gender binary. It aids and abets the control of bodies with uter-
uses, making sure any pleasure they experience is strictly for reproductive purposes.

The church cannot stand Mary’s level of sensuality. It needs us to stay numb, to separate body from mind, 
because it knows that if we are embodied, we will not abide this violence and we will not be controlled. That’s 
why the right-wing Desiring God site warns of the “enticing sin of empathy.” To feel with other bodies is to 
rebel against the violent systems that harm them. (For a deeper dive on the right’s war on empathy, see Maki 
Ashe Van Steenwyk’s “The Curious Case of Empathy.”)

And Judas is right. Tenderness for one another has economic ramifications that will hit him in the purse. Our 
cruel separation from the sensuality of life—from the touch of skin on skin (or bark or moss or fallen leaves) 

https://makiashe.substack.com/p/the-curious-case-of-empathy
https://makiashe.substack.com/p/the-curious-case-of-empathy
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and the smell of spring rain on soil, always also mixed with the smell of death and decay—keeps us des-
perately consuming to fill the hole in our souls. The debasement of the body, which is also the debasement 
of the earth, is an economic driver fueling consumption of everything from anti-aging products to bloated 
stock portfolios. And the money generated from all of that will never reach the poor Judas claims to care 
about.

Structural - Judas uses “the poor” rhetorically as a political and economic weapon. He is certainly not 
the last to do so. 

As I write this in mid-March, we in the United States are facing a government shutdown as Republicans ad-
vance a budget that cuts social services to enable tax breaks for the wealthy. Some of the same legislators 
advancing those measures were elected on the populist coattails of Donald Trump, who claimed (clearly 
without sincerity) to care about poor and working-class people. The Democrats, in turn, will not even men-
tion poor or working-class people lest doing so expose their own indebtedness to the wealthy who exploit 
them.

Jesus responds to this charade by saying, “You will always have the poor among you, but you will not always 
have me.” Liz Theoharis has called this verse the single biggest biblical roadblock to ending poverty. It seems 
to imply that poverty can’t be eliminated—that poverty is sad, maybe, but inevitable. What do we do with 
this text?

Theoharis reminds us that some biblical scholars believe the verse was not originally a part of John’s gospel, 
or at least was not actually spoken by Jesus. 

Others, like Lindsay S. Jodrey, have helped to unpack the grammar of the verse, pointing out that the verb 
exete looks the same in declarative and imperative forms; in other words,  Jesus could be stating a fact 
about the persistence of poverty, as the verse is commonly translated, or he may be giving a command: 
“Keep the poor with you always.” ie, don’t separate from the poor.

Still others argue that Jesus is quoting from Deuteronomy 15:11a “There will always be poor people in the 
land,” and thus also implying the second half of the verse: “Therefore I command you to be openhanded to-
ward your fellow Israelites who are poor and needy in your land.” It is crucial to note that the verse Jesus 
is invoking here is embedded in an entire chapter about canceling debt, a chapter that also claims,

However, there need be no poor people among you, for in the land the Lord your God is giving you to possess as 
your inheritance, he [sic] will richly bless you, if only you fully obey the Lord your God and are careful to follow all 
these commands I am giving you today. (Deuteronomy 15: 4-5)

This Deuteronomy passage cites the abundance of the land and boldly insists that there will be enough for 
all if this abundance is not hoarded. Arguably, Judas’s cynical response to the anointing is a kind of hoarding. 
The problem is not scarcity; the problem is theft and hoarding for oneself.

Scripture actually helps us expand our imagination beyond the line items in a budget—federal or other-
wise—and beyond even the fixation on currency (an idol printed with the images of rulers) to the natural 
abundance of the earth. 
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One place that is living into this kind of imagination is the Big Big Table Community Cafe in Buffalo, New 
York, where customers may choose to pay what they can for their meal, or volunteer to do one boundaried 
task in exchange for it, or barter with fresh groceries that the cafe needs.

There is more than enough to go around. In her sermon, Theoharis reminds us that we throw away 46 
million pounds of food every year when it would take only four million to feed everyone, and that there are 
more than 12 million empty luxury housing units around the country, more than enough to house the 10 
million homeless people in the United States. This reality calls not for charity but for the restructuring (or 
retaking, by poor and working-class people themselves) of a system that allows so much to be wasted when 
so many are in need. This is what Martin Luther King called a “true revolution in values” in his “Beyond Viet-
nam” speech delivered 58 years ago this weekend.

How can your community imagine and then take some small step toward this revolution? This could look 
like starting a cafe like the Big Big Table in Buffalo. It could mean studying the original credit unions creat-
ed by farmworkers in California and helping to create a credit union, barter network, or time bank in your 
community. Under the right circumstances, it could also look like helping community members occupy va-
cant buildings. (For inspiration, check out the Moms 4 Housing movement in Oakland, California.)

Interpersonal - How easy is it for you and your folks to lavish love, affirmation, and affection on one 
another? On others who are outside your intimate circle? What, if anything, holds you back? Who do you 
deem worthy of such care, and who is outside that circle? How must one smell to be beloved? How must 
one look or speak or behave?

This passage challenges those limits.

I can’t stop thinking about the smell of nard and the smell of death combining. The presence of death, so of-
ten excluded from our awareness, at the feast. The presence of devoted disciples and a betrayer in one room 
together. The way Mary anticipates Jesus’ crucifixion and sacralizes his impending death. The mix of love and 
grief in the space. The beauty and the ugliness. The anointing of a king and a soon-to-be corpse simultane-
ously. 

The king corpse. The corpse king. It should not be possible to be both at once, but Mary makes it so. In so 
doing, she makes sacred what the culture would deem disgusting, too horrifying to look upon. She coronates 
vulnerability as king even in the midst of corrupt systems of power. To borrow the title of Vanessa Rochelle 
Lewis’s powerful and subversive book, she “reclaims ugly” and declares it precious.

We live in a culture that despises vulnerability. Unhoused people, people with disabilities, sick people are 
shoved out of sight so that the privileged don’t have to look at them or think about them or confront their 
own vulnerability to sickness, exclusion, and death.

Mary anoints all of it. She showers it all with love.

I’m not always so good at this. I rebel against the reality that everyone I love is going to die, that I myself will 
also die. I would rather not look at it.

© 2025 enfleshed 

https://www.bigbigtable.org/
https://moms4housing.org/
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The Buddhists express all of this with the five remembrances:

1) I am of the nature to grow old. There is no way to escape growing old.

2) I am of the nature to have ill health. There is no way to escape having ill health.

3) I am of the nature to die. There is no way to escape death.

4) All that is dear to me and everyone I love are of the nature to change. There is no way to escape being 
separated from them.

5) My actions are my only true belongings. I cannot escape the consequences of my actions. My actions are 
the ground upon which I stand.

This Christian scripture holds a similar wisdom. Mary’s actions are her investment. She spends all on loving 
this one mortal body in this one fleeting moment. She reminds us: This is the nature of our lives. As Koun 
Franz puts it in their article about the five remembrances: “That person is suffering. Don’t kid yourself—
that person is showing you the nature of your life. You may not feel it acutely in this moment, but this is 
what it is to be human.”

Mary lives into Mary Oliver’s words:

….To live in this world
you must be able
to do three things:

to love what is mortal;
to hold it
against your bones knowing

your own life depends on it;
and, when the time comes to let it go,
to let it go.

Words for inspiration:

“Those whom we love and lose are no longer where they were before. They are now wher-
ever we are.”

- St. John Chrysostrom
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Trump is coming for renewable energy—but the solar industry isn’t worried

Trump Administration Asks Supreme Court To Halt Judge’s Order To Rehire Federal Workers

Egypt proposes new Gaza ceasefire plan as Israeli strikes kill 65 in 24 hours

Kenya seeks new IMF loan deal, says no disagreements with Fund

‘Fight like hell!’: Chicago postal workers rally against plans to privatize USPS

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought partners
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