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Mary’s rather sumptuous anointing of the feet of Jesus with perfume for his burial brings 

to mind the Jewish ritual of Tahara. Tahara is the preparation of the dead for burial. 

Tahara dates from 16th century Poland.  

Those who perform the ritual are called the Chevra Kadisha. They enter the room, 

call the corpse by its Hebrew name, and ask pardon for any indignity they may visit on it 

as they work. The workers wash the skin, swab the ears, comb the hair, and clean the 

nails. Only the portion of the body being washed is uncovered. It is as if the corpse was 

still alive, able to feel humiliation. 

While bathing the body, the Chevra Kadisha sings verses from Scripture’s most 

sensuous book, the Song of Songs: His head is the finest gold; his locks are wavy, black 

as a raven. His body is ivory work, encrusted with sapphires. His appearance is like 

Lebanon, choice as the cedars. 

The Jewish heart sings seductively in death’s stark chambers. The Jewish relation to 

death is about abundance. Death is a profusion of sadness, yearning, embracing, 

remembering, connecting.  

The Jewish heart teaches that the desert of death is best approached with unhurried 

attention. Death is not to be rushed through, towards a heavenly Vegas, with a full tank of 

gas and a heavy foot on the pedal.  

Death is a desert that teems with life. Why hurry towards the neon lights? Like the 

seemingly barren but bountiful desert around Vegas, the desert of death requires our time 

and attention to reveal her bounty.  

We squander Jewish wisdom about death. We question, with our feet, whether 

impermanence is woven into God’s creation. Maybe we don’t question our 

impermanence so much at church. Our liturgies won’t have it. Three big words from Rite 

I Eucharist: this transitory life. Yet, on any ordinary Wednesday afternoon, I am apt to 

treat death and death’s first cousins, the uncertainties and diminishments of daily life, like 

toothaches to be numbed and tooths to be extracted.  

The Novocain and forceps are cultural. Americans venerate the autonomous 

individual who scurries about feathering a nest before death comes knocking. We 

populate our nests with those of like mind, race, political party, religion so we will die as 

happy and comfortable as we can. We are wired to consume and acquire, like squirrels 

hiding acorns for winter. Each an attempt to outrun life-the-way-it-really-is.  

We are like the rich man in the Gospel of Luke, who aims to tear down and build 

bigger barns for his stash so he can eat, drink, and be merry. To whom God said, “You 

fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you.”  

OK, I am not suggesting that we empty our storage units and squander our 401Ks. 

Rather, I invite us to stir a bit more awareness of our mortality, a pinch of impermanence, 

into the stew of our everyday lives.  
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Mary’s anointing at Bethany of a soon to be dead Jesus, the Chevra Kadisha’s 

lavishness around a corpse, hint that there might be something life-giving about a bolder 

embrace of our mortality.  

Mary and the Chevra Kadisha invite us to perform an act of faith. Embrace this 

transitory life as if there is abundance therein. Sing the Song of Songs over the 

impermanence of our lives, trusting that it will not sound like a dirge.  

Such trust, I believe, is defensible even under the scrutiny of one of history’s most 

horrifying episodes.  

A story from the Rwandan genocide, when roughly 800,000 Tutsis were killed by 

Hutus over the course of 11days in April 1994.  

Two hundred Tutsis from several families fled to a convent, some two hundred 

meters from the United Nations peace envoy compound, to escape the Hutus. The Hutus 

found them, rounded them up, hacked them to death, beheaded and tossed them in a large 

pit.  

200 hundred meters from the United Nations peace envoy. How did that happen? 

Many first world nations, chief among them the United States and France, looked the 

other way; didn’t want to rock the nest. President Clinton apologized. 

A few years later, the children, spouses, siblings and friends of the executed Tutsis 

worked with the nuns behind the convent to exhume their loved ones. They carefully 

identified, as best as they could, their loved ones, mostly from fabric remnants. They 

washed and placed the bones in separate piles—skulls with skulls, thigh bone with thigh 

bone. They reconfigured bodies from the remains, as best they could. They placed each in 

a coffin draped in white and marked with a purple cross. While they worked, they sang, 

prayed, laughed and cried. In the evenings, they shared memories and participated in 

conversations about engaging the future, learning reconciliation, practicing forgiveness. 

They understood these conversations to be as much of the burial rite as the final burial 

service.  

The embrace of death and death’s first cousins, the uncertainties and diminishments 

of daily life, lessen the sting of death and the pain of life-the-way-it-really-is. When we 

make spaces for community and conversation around the impermanence of life-the-way-

it-really-is, we find ways to better endure, together, this transitory life.  

For the past several weeks, 15 to 20 of us have gathered on Monday night by Zoom, 

to share our experience of an important book, The Church Cracked Open by Stephanie 

Spellers.  

The book, in one sense, is the story of how White America, particularly the 

Episcopal Church, has fended off impermanence by feathering its nest with the blood, 

sweat, and tears of Black and Brown bodies. During our conversations, we risk looking at 

ourselves, how we have and still participate, consciously and unconsciously, in feathering 

the nest of Whiteness. And we imagine how we might slacken our participation in 

Whiteness.  

At the end of the conversation, we share Compline, prayers at the end of the day. The 

liturgy of Compline invites us to bring a thigh bone here, an elbow there, to be gathered, 

washed, and sorted through confession, forgiveness, and solidarity. We embody beloved 

community.  

Might the remaining days of Lent be a practicum on ars moriendi, the art of dying 

well, which, I believe, is the same as ars vivendi, the art of living well? Might Holy Week 
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be a field trip, during which we join Mary at the feet of Jesus, add our voices to the 

Chevra Kadisha, dig with survivors behind the convent? With such an interrelated, 

Trinitarian choreography, we dance our way to Easter. 

Amen. 

 


