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Callous Charity 
John 12:1-8 

 

 A couple of weeks ago, I heard the surprising and confounding news 

that Morris Dees was fired.  Not everyone recognizes the name, I’m sure, 

but Dees is a civil rights lawyer, the founder of the Southern Poverty Law 

Center, which is an organization I’ve supported for decades—a private, legal 

advocacy non-profit based in Birmingham, Alabama fighting racism and 

the activities of the Ku Klux Klan and now more broadly hate groups across 

America.   It publishes a highly regarded investigative periodical, 

Intelligence Report, and an equally revered educational resource called 

Teaching Tolerance used in public and private school systems.   

Morris Dees has been the face of this organization for nearly 50 years.  

His reputation is legendary as a crusader for civil rights and social justice, 

winning major cases against the Klan, Aryan Nation, and other white 

nationalist groups.  His fundraising skills have made SPLC one of the 

wealthiest advocacy organizations in our country, with an endowment of 

nearly a half billion dollars (not bad when your name is “Southern 

Poverty”)!  By all accounts, Morris Dees and the Southern Poverty Law 

Center are significant players in fighting racism in this country and making 

sure people are treated fairly and equally under the laws of the land. 

So, it came as a surprise when 82-year-old Dees was forced out two 

weeks ago for “inappropriate conduct.”  According to the New York Times,  

After the resignation, 20 employees signed their names to a letter to the 
organization’s executives, writing that ‘allegations of mistreatment, sexual 
harassment, gender discrimination, and racism threaten the moral authority of 
this organization and our integrity along with it.’ …[O]ther employees asserted 
that the organization’s leadership had covered up allegations against Mr. Dees 
and been ‘complicit’ in decades of discrimination and sexual misconduct. 1 

																																																													
1	Audra	D.S.	Burch,	Alan	Blinder,	and	John	Eligon,	“Roiled	by	Staff	Uproar,	Civil	Rights	Group	Looks	at	Intolerance	
Within,”		The	New	York	Times,		March	25,	2019.	
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Aside from the “Me-Too” accusations, the real shocker are charges of racial 

discrimination, where as far back as the mid-1990s, black employees were 

reputedly “treated like second-class citizens.”   

Former employees said racially callous remarks at the center were not 
uncommon, and that professional voices of people of color were often sidelined, 
affecting the center’s work and priorities. …At the center, leadership seemed to 
show little interest in engaging with, or even acknowledging, the organization’s 
own internal biases.2 
 

It’s hard to imagine this could happen, given the mission of SPLC and its 

national profile.  Callous and hypocritical behavior is hard to justify in any 

situation, of course, but particularly in a charity, since they depend so much 

on public and private trust.   

Yet, trust seems to be a troubling issue for numerous nonprofits, 

either because of the conduct of employees or due to the underhanded way 

they manage their finances.  The Center for Investigative Reporting did a 

study a few years back and came up with these findings: 

--The 50 worst charities in America [which they name] devote less than 4% of 
donations raised to direct cash aid.  Some charities gave even less… 
--Even as they plead for financial support, operators at many of the 50 worst 
charities have lied to donors about where their money goes, taken multiple 
salaries, secretly paid themselves consulting fees or arranged fundraising 
contracts with friends… 
--Some nonprofits are little more than fronts for fund-raising companies, which 
bankroll their startup costs, lock them into exclusive contracts at exorbitant rates 
and even drive the charities into debt… 
--To disguise the meager amount of money that reaches those in need, charities 
use accounting tricks…3 
 

This stuff galls me.  If you wonder if there’s some place to check on charities 

before you give, I recommend Charity Navigator 

(http://www.charitynavigator.org) that rates over 9000 charities in the 

U.S. for financial transparency and programmatic integrity. 

																																																													
2	Ibid.	
3	Kris	Hundley	and	Kendall	Taggert,	“Above	the	Law:	America’s	Worst	Charities,”	www.CNN.com,	June	13,	2013.	
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 As we know, the problem isn’t the idea of charity; the problem lies 

with the people behind it.  Human nature, being what it is, will find ways to 

take advantage of people’s goodwill, corrupting systems and acting contrary 

to the mission and purpose they espouse.  With the development of “Go 

Fund Me” pages and similar online funding appeals, it’s getting even harder 

to know what is and what is not legitimate.  The old adage, “buyer beware,” 

applies especially to charitable giving if you want to make a meaningful 

difference with what you freely donate.  Trust and integrity are essential if 

you have a legitimate cause. 

 Trust and integrity when you have a mission is what comes to mind 

for me when reading our text from John’s gospel.  The drama is played out 

over what is the best use of resources and who best reflects the mission of 

Jesus.  Here it is played out between Mary and Judas—or perhaps more to 

the point, between Judas and Jesus.  We know Judas—the one who 

betrayed Jesus, leading to his arrest and subsequent crucifixion.  It’s hard 

to imagine Judas’s motivation, after all they had been through—after all he 

had witnessed.  What would lead him to betray his friend and mentor and 

threaten to undermine the entire gospel mission?   

 Questions always arise when anyone tries to grasp Judas’s role in the 

last days of Jesus’s life.  Was it really about money as tradition claims (i.e., 

30 pieces of silver), or could it have been that Judas figured out something 

that others didn’t?  Did he suspect Jesus’s mission was going awry once 

they arrived in Jerusalem?  Did he read into Jesus’s foreboding sense of the 

moment and realize it was all about to unravel and collapse—that Jesus 

pushed the ruling elite too far?  Or, on the other hand, is it possible Judas 

was frustrated that Jesus didn’t recruit a militia and take things further 

than he did?   
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 You see, there’s complexity with this character.  Judas Iscariot could 

very well represent a faction within the Jesus movement that was ready to 

take up arms against Rome.  In fact, I think his name alone suggests 

association with Judean Sicarii [cf. Judas (Judean) Iscariot (Sicarii)]—a 

militant group that arose decades later during the Jewish civil war, around 

the time the earliest gospels were being composed.  I’ve often wondered if 

John’s gospel (written 20-30 years after Mark) simply condensed the 

timeframe and portrayed Judas Iscariot as symbolic of a violent campaign 

that eventually resulted in the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE?  Frankly, 

there may have been people like Judas who were among Jesus’s original 

disciples—zealots who envisioned the dawning of a Jewish messianic 

kingdom to replace Roman rule, but as the name suggests, would have 

expected to employ violence—the name of the game—which would gain no 

traction with Jesus.   

If this is what Judas represents, then it’s no surprise he and Jesus 

parted ways, resulting in him selling Jesus out to the very ones who sought 

to suppress rebellion.  It was easier for Judas to cut ties with the nonviolent 

Jesus than to be willfully crucified with him.  Though this isn’t stated 

explicitly in this passage about the anointing of Jesus, it could easily fit into 

the narrative of Judas’s betrayal.   

Another reason we might miss this underlying tension is because 

John is the only gospel writer who refers to Judas as complaining about 

Jesus’s anointing.  You see, there are other versions of this story where it is 

told differently by gospel writers.  In Matthew and Mark, the episode takes 

place in Simon the leper’s house in Bethany, where the woman is unnamed 

and anonymous.  In Luke, it takes place in a rich Pharisee’s home in the 

Galilean village of Nain, where she’s a nameless woman from the street, 
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referred to as a “sinner.”  Here in John, it occurs back in Bethany as well, 

but in the home of Lazarus, Mary, and Martha, where Mary is the woman in 

question.  So the setting and the characters involved differ among the 

gospels. 

But it’s not just these details that contrast.  In Matthew and Mark, the 

woman pours ointment upon Jesus’ head, much like a priest or king would 

be anointed for service.  In Luke and John, she stands behind Jesus 

anointing his feet with oil and wiping them off with her hair.  In Luke, the 

woman is weeping; in John, Mary takes a pound of nard and lovingly 

caresses and perfumes his feet. 

Yet, in all four accounts—as different as they are—there is one 

common denominator—one universal response: the reaction to Jesus’s 

anointing is hostile—in total or in part.  In three of them (Mt, Mk, & Jn), 

the negative reaction came from the disciples themselves (cf. Luke—Simon 

the Pharisee), who claimed it was a waste of a valuable commodity, arguing 

that the expensive ointment, nard, or perfume (or even the alabaster jar 

itself) could have been sold for a large sum of money and the money could 

have been used to aid the poor.  The disciples’ complaint was that Jesus 

allowed this gratuitous indulgence to occur without correction.  He, who 

built his public reputation by standing up for the poor and railing against 

their oppression, acted completely out of character with that belief by 

allowing himself to be indulged as if he were among the privileged elite. 

As I imagine the scene, I probably would have voiced my 

astonishment and objection, too.  What’s going on, Jesus?  What about the 

poor?  Look how much good could have come from selling this valuable 

fragrance worth a year’s wages—an enormous sum!  Imagine how many 

lives could have benefitted!  Of course, we see so many misuses of valuable 
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resources in religious circles, in charities, in government, and in society 

where funds could be better served to help those who really need it, rather 

than to privilege a few.  Historically, that has been one of the harshest 

criticisms leveled at the institutional Church, because opulent places of 

worship garner more donations and devotion than the mission itself.  

Frankly, when this happens, Christians deserve the scorn they receive from 

a world jaded by religious hypocrisy. 

So, it was a legitimate complaint to make about the expensive 

perfume being wasted on Jesus.  It was viewed as an extravagance that 

conflicted with their mission—a questionable misuse of resources to 

indulge the leader.  Yet, when it comes to trust and integrity here in John, 

who was pointing the finger?  It’s Judas, who is voicing opposition to 

Mary’s indulgence only days before he was going to deliberately betray the 

whole mission (talk about hypocrisy!)!  This is the real drama in this 

account—the stark contrast between Mary and Judas and their naked 

devotion to Jesus (or not) and what would amount to the divine will.  Judas 

may have genuinely cared about the poor, enough to overthrow a system 

that oppressed them but, evidently, he was also looking out for himself, 

ready to bail from the movement and line his own pockets in the process. 

Mary, however, was emotionally transparent—honest with her 

feelings and expressing heart-felt love and gratitude to Jesus because of 

returning her brother, Lazarus, back to life, anointing Jesus for the gift he 

was—sentiments a world away from Judas’s own callous heart.    

I must pause when I think about this.  I understand Judas’s complaint 

all-too-well; yet, this story also reminds me the meaning of Jesus is so 

much more than a righteous cause to help the poor of the world, as 

paramount as that might be.  The cause is important, but the people behind 
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it make it or break it.  In this story, Mary represents the vast array of 

reasons for why people are drawn to Jesus and his message, which at times 

may have to do with one’s own poverty of spirit more than poverty of 

means.  Sometimes, people reach a point in their lives where the only 

appropriate response to divine mercy is to express audacious adoration and 

devotion—just to present in some measurable way their profound love and 

gratitude for what God has done for them.  

Yes, it’s true, a central mission of the Church is to serve the poor—

that’s our calling—the poor will always be with us, as Jesus said, because we 

will always be with them, if we are truly following the teachings of Christ.  

That’s our orientation, our focus.  But it’s not all that faith inspires or 

means.  

When people express their deepest devotion to Christ, it will appear 

in a myriad of ways—often indulgent and extravagant—always worthy of 

the depth of love and appreciation in response to God’s goodness.  The 

artist will present her greatest work; the woodworker his best effort.  

Musicians will want to perform perfectly; composers will write their most 

magnificent piece; teachers will provide their consummate lessons; 

compassionate souls will dedicate themselves to sacrificial care, and the 

Marys of the world will bring their alabaster jars to anoint the Jesus they 

love.  Gratitude shouldn’t be criticized or judged by those who don’t feel it 

themselves; a thankful heart brings out the best people can offer at all levels 

of their consciousness and character.  Generous love is reflective of God’s 

own love however it gets expressed. 

This isn’t to say that Judas or any of the critics weren’t right.  The 

expensive oil could have been sold and the money given to the poor.  That 

would have been a good thing.  That also would have been a Christian thing 
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to do.  But as I often discover, people are people, with all our mixed and 

varied needs, emotions, and motivations.  Frankly, no one wants to be 

reduced to a stereotype, viewed merely as a cause cèlébre—a social justice 

project to enervate people like me to right the wrongs of the world.  Those 

who are living on the edge don’t like to be typecast as “poor” or “needy”.  

When we reduce people to little more than a cause to motivate us to give, 

we rob them of their essential humanity and their free choices in life.  They 

become the objects we want to save, instead of those God calls us to love.   

In my experience, recipients of charity want to be valued and treated 

like anybody else.  Otherwise, charitable, well-meaning people can come 

across as rather patronizing, if not callous, to those who are the object of 

their charity.  What’s a strong indicator of this?  An underlying hypocrisy is 

in not realizing that charity is meant to be a bridge to bring people together, 

not merely a convenience to absolve us of guilt, to make us feel better, and 

to give the impression that we are good to care about people less fortunate 

than we are.  We may not prefer to think of it in this way, but giving to any 

“cause” can come across as being a bit impersonal and sometimes 

judgmental.  Callous charity undermines the meaning of the gift we offer; a 

jaded or indifferent heart defies the purpose for why we give, which in its 

truest sense is to create a relationship and bond of trust with another 

human being.   

That’s why I am so disgusted by the news about Morris Dees and 

others like him, who give the impression that they truly identify with and 

care about the people they are committed to serve.  When that impression 

appears to be false or is undermined by insensitive, if not offensive 

behavior, it’s disheartening and leads one to reconsider supporting the 

entire mission.   
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That’s also why Christianity is not just a social justice campaign or a 

charitable cause.   Mary’s example is what reveals the ultimate purpose to 

which God calls us, i.e., to love one another, to build bridges of trust 

between communities, to heal the divisions of our human race, to overcome 

the hatred that plagues our world.  She was the one who expressed integrity 

and extravagant love—the type of love we are called to share with one 

another and especially to those among us in need.  Love is what binds our 

lives together as a human family in ways that even the most celebrated and 

righteous causes will not.  For as this story and human nature reveal, 

righteous causes can be betrayed, but love will still find a way to save us. 

     The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
     Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
     7 April 2019 

 


