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“Mary’s Extravagance”

Extravagance. When we lived in Medicine Hat, I remember the following beautiful,

inspirational story about Vera Bracken, of that fair city.

   When discussing women in history who had a definite impact on Medicine Hat,

many Hatters immediately think of Vera Bracken. Bracken served as an elementary

school teacher in the Medicine Hat area for decades, being named citizen of the

year in 1985. Her positive outlook on life, her volunteerism and generosity as well

as her passion for education and life inspired many. 

   “Vera Bracken is the only person to have a part of the college (the Vera Bracken

Library) named after her without a financial number being attached,” said Shelley

Chomistek, Coordinator of the Medicine Hat College Foundation. “If you were to

see the way she talked about her  students, you would know why the library is

named after  her. She  truly  believed  in  life-long  learning. She  was  affectionate

towards her students and tried hard to instill in them her passion for learning and

reading.”

   Bracken gave each one of her grade one students who eventually enrolled in

Medicine Hat College a scholarship cheque for $100. After all of Bracken’s former

students  had  reached  college  age, she  began  donating  the  money  to  students

studying to become teachers. 

   Sheila Drummond, Reference Librarian at Medicine Hat College said, “Vera was a

great supporter of education so it’s very fitting that the college honoured her in

this way.”1 

1 Kaylynn Hohensinn, “Celebrating influential Alta. women,” The Medicine Hat News, Saturday, September 30, 2006, 
p. A3. 

1



   Extravagance. Vera Bracken’s love and passion for teaching, learning, education,

and especially her students led her to extravagantly support, encourage and set an

example for both students and teachers. Her extravagant financial support, along

with her compassionate care for and interest in her students obviously made a

huge difference in their lives—inspiring them to pursue their education. 

   Extravagance. In today’s gospel, the story about Mary’s anointing of Jesus’s feet

with a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard is about Mary’s extravagance.

According to a footnote, three hundred denarii was about one year’s wages for a

labourer. That is a lot of money. Yet, the fact that Mary or Lazarus or Martha had

purchased this costly perfume may be a hint to us that they were a wealthy family;

perhaps they could afford to buy this expensive perfume. Or if they were not a

wealthy family, this extravagant action was probably a major sacrifice on Mary’s

part. Did  Mary  and  her  siblings  go  without  certain  necessities  because  of  this

extravagant  action?  We  don’t  know.  Whatever  the  case  may  have  been,  the

spontaneous, loving action of Mary was certainly an extravagant one. 

   Most  likely  Mary  wanted  to  express  her  love  for  Jesus  by  this  extravagant

anointing of Jesus’s feet. Perhaps it was also an expression of gratitude for what

Jesus had done when he raised her brother Lazarus back to life. 

   Mary’s extravagant anointing may also be symbolic of at least two other things.

First, it is a foreshadowing of Jesus washing his disciples’ feet in the next chapter.

When Jesus washed his disciples’ feet, he emphasised that it was an act of humble,

loving servanthood, and they too were to follow his example of humble, loving

servanthood of others. Second, it may be symbolic of God’s extravagant love and

grace for us. In that sense, it is  a foreshadowing of Jesus’s death on the cross,

which in John’s Gospel, epitomizes God’s love for the whole world. Also in this

second sense, Jesus himself, when he defends Mary’s extravagant anointing, states

that it was for his burial. 
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   At any rate, Mary’s extravagant, loving action hopefully inspires you and I to be

extravagant  and  loving  in  our  actions  towards  others;  in  response  to  God’s

extravagant love and grace through Jesus’s death on the cross for you and I. 

   Yet, if there is Mary’s extravagant, loving action, there is also, in contrast, Judas’s

complaint and criticism. Even though Judas states that money from the sale of

such expensive perfume should have been given to the poor; if he had access to

such funds he would likely have stolen a lot of it, perhaps most of it, since he was a

thief. He would probably have keep it for his own selfish use. 

   There are sadly, many people in the world like Judas, greedy, selfish, and never

believing that they have enough. In fact, occasionally I’ve seen a bumper sticker

that epitomizes such greed and selfishness, it reads: “More is never enough.” How

sad, to  live that  way!  That  reminds me of  the following story  told by Norman

Collins, in his book, London Belongs To Me. 

   The story is about two characters, Mr. Puddy and Connie, who live at 10 Dulcimer

Street in London. Mr. Puddy who lived in an attic was a morose overweight man

who could never hold a job for long and enjoyed eating. Connie was an elderly

woman who lived in a flat on the second floor and worked in the cloakroom of a

night club. 

   Connie was involved one evening in a traffic accident. Mr. Puddy urged her to go

to a solicitor and make a claim even though she was not seriously hurt. To her

surprise she received 65 pounds. 

   Because without Mr. Puddy she would have nothing, she thought she would give

half the amount to him, an impulsive and generous thought. Since she could not

cash the cheque right away she had time for second thoughts. 

   Since the accident involved her and not Mr. Puddy, half the amount would do as a

gift to him. But then, she thought, was it proper for a woman to give money to

him? Perhaps she would buy him a gift. 
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   Later in her room Connie felt a twinge of pain that might indicate something was

wrong, in which case she would need all the money. Then she got the happy idea

that instead of a gift she would make Mr. Puddy a tin of soup for his supper. An

even better idea occurred when she thought of adding more water to the soup so

there would be enough for her as well. So in the end her expression of gratitude

was a can of watered down soup. Well, Judas would understand. 

   Hopefully in response to Jesus’s extravagant, loving act of suffering and dying on

the cross for you and I, we would choose to be more like Vera Bracken and Mary

and less like Connie. May we, in deepest gratitude, be led to respond as hymn

writer Isaac Watts puts so well: “love so amazing, so divine, demands my soul, my

life, my all.” (#803 Evangelical Lutheran Worship)
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