YOU ALWAYS HAVE THE POOR WITH YOU
Mark 14:3-9

This phrase, taken out of its context, is sometimes cited as a facile excuse for not taking the poor seriously.  Or for saying that Jesus didn't take them so seriously.  So we need to re-read the phrase in its proper context.

The passage as a whole is located after the brief paragraph that reports that the chief priests and scribers were plotting to kill Jesus, just two days before the Passover.  It is followed by another brief paragraph that reports Judas' intention to betray Jesus.  Then in quick succession we find the Lord's Supper and the final events of Jesus' life.  So the story of Jesus at the house of Simon the leper is read primarily as his anointing in preparation for his burial.
An unnamed woman comes with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment of nard, breaks open the jar, and pours the ointment on Jesus' head.  This is of course an extraordinary thing for any woman to do.  Some who are there (Matthew says "the disciples") take exception, are angry, and scold the woman.  They argue that the ointment could have been sold for 300 denarii (a year's salary) and the money given to the poor, but Jesus commends her and says that she will always be remembered as the one who anointed his body for burial.

Why then does Jesus interject these words: "For you always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you wish, but you will not always have me"?  Are these critics really concerned about the poor?  Is Jesus less concerned for the poor?  What is the significance of the phrase, "You always have the poor with you"?
If your Bible has cross references, you will note that this phrase is a quotation from Deuteronomy 15, which is a key passage concerning the Sabbath Year.  V. 11 states, "Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I therefore command you, 'Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land.'"  The whole passage, v. 1-18, is about two major mandates for the Sabbath Year, to cancel debts and to free slaves.  The debt system, leading often to slavery, was the principle means by which some became rich and many became poor.  The Sabbath Year mandates were established to overcome those practices and eliminate poverty.  Thus v. 4 affirms, "There will, however be no one in need among you, because the Lord is sure to bless you in the land that the Lord your God is giving you."
When Jesus cites this passage, he points beyond the matter of charity for the poor, which the critics expressed as their concern, and recalls the Sabbath Year mandates, which deal with structural poverty, which is far more important.  It can be noted that Jesus incurred the wrath of the powerful because he called them back to the teachings of the Law and the Prophets, such as these Sabbath mandates.  And this woman was moved by Jesus' sacrificial concern for the poor and the marginalized to undertake this extraordinary act.
Consider the importance of the Sabbath Year mandates in our world today.
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