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Sermon - "Waste Not, Want Not?” -4-7-19 – Fifth Sunday in Lent 

Grace and Peace to you... Pause and Reflect… 

“Waste Not Want Not” – is a phrase familiar to many of us regarding the frivolous use of 

something and if you carefully use a commodity or resource without extravagance you will never 

be in need.  Judas Iscariot seems to be echoing this phrase in our Gospel today when he asks the 

question about the anointing of Jesus feet by Mary of Bethany with the expensive perfume or 

“Nard” and then wipes Jesus feet with her hair. This very intimate action by Mary of Bethany 

which shows how important her relationship is with Jesus and this anointing seems to identify 

who Jesus is as the chosen one of God, Christ the Messiah.   

The words of protest by Judas Iscariot seem to try and distract from the identification of 

who Jesus is and his mission.  His words are an attempt to distract from his own character flaws 

as we see some commentary by the writer of this gospel in the parentheses following his initial 

statement; (He said this not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief; he kept 

the common purse and used to steal what was put into it.)  Judas words about the waste of 

something so expensive and the waste of using it to anoint Jesus feet don’t seem to be sincere 

and Jesus responds to that concept when he addresses Judas Iscariot. We are also reminded in 



Page 2 of 4 
 

this text that Judas is one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him). In verse 7; 

Jesus says; "Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. 8 

You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me."  The deeper meaning in this 

text points to the impending crucifixion and death of Jesus, the chosen one of God.  Judas 

attempts to distract from the meaning and focus of the mission of Jesus and Judas’s part in this 

action by appealing to the conservative nature of the phrase “Waste not, want not.” 

Mark Trotter, a prominent theologian tells a true story about a man in New York City 

who was kidnapped a number of years ago. His kidnappers called his wife and asked for 

$100,000 ransom. She bargained the kidnappers down to $30,000. The story had a happy ending: 

the man returned home unharmed, the money was recovered, and the kidnappers were caught 

and sent to jail. 

Calvin Trillin, another prominent theologian wrote about this incident; “But, don't you 

wonder what happened when the man got home and found that his wife got him back for a 

discount?” Calvin Trillin imagined out loud what the negotiations must have been like: 

"$100,000 for that old guy? You have got to be crazy. Just look at him! Look at that gut! You 

want $100,000 for that? You've got to be kidding. Give me a break here. $30,000 is my top 

offer." 

Mark Trotter concluded his telling of the story with this thoughtful comment: "I suppose 

there are some here this morning that can identify with the wife in that story, but for some reason 

I find myself identifying with the husband. I'd like to think if I were in a similar situation, there 

would be people who would spare no expense to get me back. They wouldn't haggle over the 
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price. They wouldn't say, 'Well, let me think about it.' I like to think that they would say, 'We'll do 

anything for you.'” 

“Waste not, want not” Judas seems to be saying with regard to the expensive perfume 

used to anoint Jesus as Jesus begins his journey to his death on the Cross.  In this extravagant and 

very personal action by Mary of Bethany, Jesus is marked with the extravagant and very personal 

Grace of God.  In our own baptisms we are marked with the very expensive and extravagant 

Grace of God for lives of faithful service, there is no negotiating that fact.  During communion 

this morning we experience the healing and extravagant Grace of God when receiving the 

anointing of oil in the sign of the Cross on one’s forehead.  

As we prepare for Palm Sunday and the Resurrection of our Lord at Easter it is so easy to 

get distracted or distract from the meaning of our observance of God’s actions in Jesus the 

Christ, the Messiah, the chosen one.  At Christmas it is often heard; “Jesus is the Reason for the 

Season” when distracted with all the preparations for the holiday.  We are reminded today that it 

is easy to be distracted or distracting when it comes to the true meaning of the suffering, and 

death of Christ on the Cross, along with the meaning of Easter in one’s daily life.  

Jesus gives Judas Iscariot a “reality check” in today’s reading in verse 8; “You always 

have the poor with you, but you do not always have me."  Jesus physical presence on earth was 

about to change, he was about to experience a human death on the Cross like a common 

criminal, but it was being met with distraction.  Judas doesn’t really seem to care for the poor; he 

seems to be trying to circumvent the actions of Mary of Bethany and even Jesus.  Jesus redirects 

or gives him a reality check in this text.  This text is less about our mission to the poor and more 

about our focus on God’s actions in Jesus the Christ.    
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Lindsey Trozzo (Associate Director of Digital Learning - Princeton Theological 

Seminary, Princeton, N.J.) states in her commentary about this text; “There’s a funny thing about 

ancient Greek -- sometimes the present indicative form of a word (which just indicates or states 

something -- such as “you always have the poor with you”) matches the present imperative form 

of the word (which commands you to do something -- see also “Have or keep the poor with you 

always”)... So maybe we should read Jesus’ statement not as an indication of the way things are, 

but as a command: “Have the poor with you always. Or Keep the poor among you always.”  

But let’s return to the deeper meaning of the story. This scene shows that Jesus was being 

anointed as any earthy king is anointed, but it also shows that he is about to die and will no 

longer be physically present. Even though he is leaving, his mission remains in the hands of 

those who follow him. “I am going away,” Jesus seems to say; “but the poor are always with 

you. Keep the poor among you always and always take care of them.” 

“Waste not, want not” is a saying filled with wisdom for living a full and abundant life, 

except for the “ultimate distraction” experienced in the text today.  Jesus is the “extravagant 

Grace of God” given and shed for us on the Cross. There is no bargaining with God for this 

extravagant Grace, it come without a price tag, except the life, death and ultimate resurrection of 

Jesus the Christ, the Messiah of God.  It is easy to get distracted and distract from God’s Grace 

by the things we do or don’t do or the words we use.  The mission of God is fulfilled in us each 

day and we are anointed with the best “Nard” to be the best Disciples of Christ called to live in 

the extravagant Grace of God!  Amen. 
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