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INTRODUCTION THE STORY OF THE WOMAN 
WITH THE ALABASTER JAR

What is beauty? For most, beauty describes a 

store’s cosmetics section or a passing compliment. 

It is often associated with words like attractive, 

pretty, or handsome. It is an ideal we aspire to, 

and a pleasure we occasionally enjoy. 

We all have experienced beauty in these ways. 

Still, these common categories hardly ever 

engage the incredible depth, significance, and 

possibilities of  beauty. As we encounter and 

discover God, we are inevitably led to further 

unpack our sense of  beauty. The scriptures 

are full of  stories, revelations, and teachings 

that can only be described as—beautiful. 

This sacred connection between beauty and 

God is especially relevant for our world today. 

As a society, we often describe God as true and 

good. We use beauty less often—and we struggle 

to articulate the intuitive relationship between 

it and the things of  God: calling, spirituality, 

mission, and more. This book serves as a 

starting point to bridge the gap. 

The word beautiful reveals itself  most notably 

in Mark 14:1-11, The Story of  the Woman with 

1 Now the Passover and the Festival of  Unleavened Bread were only two days away, and the 

chief  priests and the teachers of  the law were scheming to arrest Jesus secretly and kill him. 
2  “But not during the festival,” they said, “or the people may riot.” 3 While he was in Bethany, 

reclining at the table in the home of  Simon the Leper, a woman came with an alabaster jar of 

very expensive perfume, made of  pure nard. She broke the jar and poured the perfume on his 

head. 4 Some of  those present were saying indignantly to one another, “Why this waste of 

perfume? 5 It could have been sold for more than a year’s wages and the money given to the 

poor.” And they rebuked her harshly. 6 “Leave her alone,” said Jesus. “Why are you bothering 

her? She has done a beautiful thing to me. 7 The poor you will always have with you, and you 

can help them any time you want. But you will not always have me. 8 She did what she could. 

She poured perfume on my body beforehand to prepare for my burial. 9 Truly I tell you, 

wherever the gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has done will also be told, in 

memory of  her.” 10 Then Judas Iscariot, one of  the Twelve, went to the chief  priests to betray 

Jesus to them. 11 They were delighted to hear this and promised to give him money. So he 

watched for an opportunity to hand him over.

the Alabaster Jar. Amid the hostility of  the 

onlookers, Jesus says: “Leave her alone, why 

are you bothering her? She has done a 

beautiful thing to me.” The word he uses for 

beauty, in the original Greek, is kalos. The 

depth of  kalos escapes us. It can be defined 

as moral goodness or aesthetic beauty, and 

in this case, beautiful as an outward sign of 

an inward goodness. 

What compels Jesus to single out this act as 

kalos? What does the woman’s act mean? 

Why are onlookers filled with disgust? In this 

book, we explore the woman’s act and its 

quality of  beauty. We delve into the larger 

questions and themes in this story: art, 

identity, generosity, vulnerability, mystery, 

justice, and changing the world. And we 

meditate on the vast importance of  beauty 

in our spiritual practice, creative work, and 

collective future. 

Through this exploration, we hope to cultivate 

a deeper understanding of  beauty and its 

implications for our lives. May it lead us more 

fully into the presence of  God. Amen.

– Mark 14:1-11 NIV
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What makes art beautiful? Creatives, philosophers, and mystics 

have always sought to explore and answer this question. Beauty 

is universally felt—and yet perpetually escapes our paradigms. 

When artists follow Jesus, this question takes on new dimensions. 

The exploration of  beauty in art has long been embedded with-

in our spiritual history. Leonardo Da Vinci’s Last Supper or Mi-

chelangelo’s Creation of  Adam, for example, depicted divine and 

higher ideals—they continue to be hailed as beautiful today. But 

grandiose Renaissance-era paintings and baroque, embellished 

cathedrals are no longer our norm. As times have shifted, artistic 

“beauty” is not so rigidly defined. In the creative spirit, modern 

art provides chambers for rediscovery and redefinition. As a cul-

ture and as creatives, we are tasked with forging fresh frameworks 

to answer the question of  beauty today. 

Though this is a lofty, multilayered conversation, the scriptures 

provide deep meaning to ground it. In Mark 14, the story of  

the unnamed woman with the alabaster jar serves as a point of  

departure for our collective understanding of  beauty and art.

© ALABASTER CO | Not available or intended for resale or public distribution



+ ART

 13        

O N B E AU T Y A N D FA I T H

12        

FEEDING OUR SOULS 

Humans are more than physical creatures; we are soul beings. Just 

as our body experiences hunger and requires feeding, play, and 

rest, our souls need similar nourishment and care as well. Without 

it, we do not inhabit the totality of  human experience. We instead 

become detached, disembodied, and divided. Without soul care, 

our physical lives and reality appear stale and purposeless. But 

with it, our souls guide us and our communities into the new life 

that Jesus often spoke of. 

We do not find much “soul food” in our industrialized world to-

day. Our culture is utilitarian-forward and fast-paced, bent on 

accumulating capital and producing goods. This is not necessarily 

wrong, but we should remember that the soul was never designed 

to thrive in such a context. We cannot reduce the soul to a means 

of  production or a fuel tank to shuttle our bodies between to-

do items. Rather, the soul is a world within us—brimming with 

meaning, life, and reason for even moving in the first place. And 

art, in its many purposes, has a vital role in feeding our souls. 

In this story, the unnamed woman creates performance art. She 

moves her body into an unlikely space, using alabaster and spike-

nard as articles of  anointing. The act is a multi-sensory artistic 

experience: the clatter of  alabaster fragments falling on the floor, 

the penetrating smell of  perfume, and the glimmering droplets 

of  oil coating his skin and hair. And though profoundly sensory, 

her art is also soulful. It reaches beyond the physical, and touches 

deeper realities.

When the woman breaks the jar on Jesus’ head, she is doing more 

than anointing him: she, quite literally, shatters the utility and value 

of  the jar. The jar can no longer be used as a dowry. The jar can 

no longer be sold for money or a noble cause. The woman renders 

it useless, subverting the physical worlds of  reason and function. 

This is the role of  the artist. We are called to create and use things 

in the physical world to move people beyond the physical. We 

are invited to feed souls. Pencils are merely graphite—a crystal-

line form of  carbon. Canvases are nothing but strands of  cotton, 

plainly woven together. Singing is the result of  vibrating liga-

ments in our larynx. We artists deal with utterly physical things. 

And yet, it is our sacred duty to translate these physical materials 

into symbol, meaning, and nourishment for the human soul. 

It follows, of  course, that artists must be first to embody soul-

ful living before creatively calling others to do so. We are to be 

thoroughly and reflectively immersed in our inner lives as well, 

feeding our souls with regular prayer, contemplation, and play. As 

we do, we receive nutrients for the creative journey. We can paint, 

sing, and perform beyond the physical, because we ourselves have 

traveled there. And in doing so, we create art that is beautiful.
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Any exploration of  beauty inevitably involves people. Today, 

“beauty” is most associated with glamor, cosmetics, and aesthet-

ics. Before a sculpture or sunset, the word “beauty” first reminds 

many of  a person or appearance. 

With these associations, beauty can be interpreted as a lifelong 

and ill-fated pursuit. And we are its unyielding pursuers, achingly 

awaiting the promised moment when we finally arrive as we as-

pire to be—beautiful. 

This empty pursuit consumes itself  in routines, subscriptions, and 

treatments. Beauty is embodied not in identities or relationships, 

but as an outcome that we work for. It chains itself  to a fickle cul-

ture and changing world, to emerging trends and popular styles. 

We accept this, and yet always ache with hunger for more. In 

Mark 14, Jesus and the unnamed woman offer us a new under-

standing of  beauty. 

+ IDENTITY
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ENDING OUR PURSUIT

We are fated to search for beauty in ourselves. The first byprod-

uct of  sin was shame in our appearance, which God originally 

deemed good. Since then, we have been keenly attuned to our 

flaws. We have an innate desire to see ourselves as beautiful, and 

for others to recognize it as well. 

For some, standards of  beauty are not things we decide—but are 

always subject to. We stand outside its door, longing to find our-

selves inside its walls. And we shift by the day—inside to outside, 

fashionable to dated, and admirable to laughable. We calculate 

what others fancy in us, and adjust accordingly. We swing ourselves 

between anxiety, pride, and jealousy, hurling ourselves into toxic, 

hopeless pursuits. For others positioned with power and privilege, 

we do make and define standards of  beauty. Even then, we still 

bear this baggage. We cannot think of  beauty any other way.  

If  our worldly experience of  beauty is anything, it is often exhaust-

ing. And yet, it constantly eclipses our lives. We must have a better 

theology, relationship, and lived experience with beauty as identity. 

What if  beauty extended beyond how we look? What if  we could 

enjoy beauty in a way that was healthy and humble, rather than 

commodified and objectified? What if  we could discover a beauty 

in ourselves that was stable, trustworthy—even finished? 
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In this story, others in the room judge and critique the woman’s 

worship of  Jesus. But Jesus sees and affirms the beauty in her act, 

acknowledging it as deliberate and divine—rather than reckless. 

His voice cuts through the entire atmosphere, and he anoints her 

as beautiful. Regardless of  what is said, thought, or felt about her, 

Jesus’ loving, bold words finish the conversation. His words stand 

alone in the room. She need not even hear the prior rebukes of  

others. His words are enough. 

Jesus ends our pursuit of  beauty. When he affirms us, we have 

nowhere else to search. He pioneers, perfects, and finishes beauty 

in us. He releases us from our false productions and performanc-

es of  beauty. In his presence, we are finally enough. Our race is 

over. All that has happened before, in shame and shortcomings, is 

erased. We are beautiful, anew. 

+ IDENTITY
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