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Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he had 

raised from the dead. There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus was one of 

those at the table with him. Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed 

Jesus' feet, and wiped them with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 

But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said, "Why was 

this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?" (He said this 

not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and 

used to steal what was put into it.) Jesus said, "Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might 

keep it for the day of my burial. You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have 

me." 

 

Martha is serving supper and Lazarus is reclining at the table with Jesus 

when Mary brings out a pint of pure nard, a perfume from India that would 

have cost a day laborer nearly a year’s wages. And with this precious oil, 

Mary anoints the feet of her friend Jesus. 

They are in the village of Bethany, on the eastern slope of the Mount of 

Olives, about two miles from Jerusalem. The streets of first century Bethany 

were little more than open sewers, and because people ate as they reclined 

around the table, guests would be in close proximity to each other’s rather 

pungent feet. As a relatively wealthy hostess, Mary would have had her 

servants tend to the washing of feet before supper. 

Even so, this is a story filled with strong smells.  

Our sense of smell is more closely linked with memory than any of our 

other senses. Smells can also arouse intense feelings. They don’t replace the 

words we use to describe memories or experiences; they enhance, they 

evoke. Aromas add a real, yet an unseen, dimension to our thoughts. 

 As you walk the streets of Seminyak in Bali, for example, you move 

through a constantly shifting mix of wet wood, frangipani and sewage, all 

riding on waves of incense burning in little woven-palm baskets that devout 

Balinese Hindus set out in front of shops, on statues and shrines. It is a smell 

born of gratitude and of poverty; an aroma of prayers for peace and for 

balance.  

Or there’s Santa Fe, New Mexico. Late fall there comes with a unique 

combination of burning piñon, cedar and juniper. The resulting smell is unique, 

and it is gorgeous. Indigenous folks use this mix of scrub wood in fireplaces 

called kivas. These burn so inefficiently that they create black streaks of soot 

in the house and expose people to serious health hazards. The smoke filling 
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the cold air is created by poor people who have to heat their homes this way 

and by rich people who can pay for cleaner heat sources and still afford the 

authenticity of the aroma; a reflection of the economics of Santa Fe.  

There are all kinds of other places where complex smells are forever 

married to complex realities; from the medley of sanitizers, chemicals and 

bodily fluids floating through hospitals where people are born and die, to the 

unmistakable combination of antiseptic, sweat and ink in tattoo parlors, where 

art is made in the midst of pain.  

And then there is this house in ancient Bethany where supper is being 

served and feet are being anointed with ridiculously expensive perfume. 

Along with at least one of the disciples, Lazarus, who had been dead for 

four days was at the table (hopefully, he’s had a bath). Lazarus has just 

returned from the tomb and Jesus, who already carrying a scent of death and 

betrayal, will soon enter his tomb along with a hundred pounds of myrrh and 

aloe. In six days, Jesus will ride into Jerusalem where the Roman authorities 

and the religious establishment working for them have already resolved to kill 

him.  

Right now, it is supper time. Aromas drift from the kitchen, a little funk 

wafts in from the street and yet the fragrance permeating every nook and 

cranny of the house is the nard. In this setting, it is the perfume of 

outrageously extravagant love.  

The air is alive with shifting notes, layers and depths. Mary’s perfume, 

her expression of love, doesn’t erase the whiffs of death. They mingle and 

dance, becoming something more elaborate. The kitchen aromas of life-giving 

food don’t counteract the stench of the street floating in through the windows. 

These join the perfume with contrasts and challenges as their interactions 

create something more intricate, more provisional.  

The complexity of the smells is a silent testament to the complex truth of 

real life and real death.  

The Gospel is not a fairy tale where a pint of ointment makes decay and 

disappointment and death just go away. Death and life exist together. John’s 

Gospel on this next to last Sunday in Lent is a rehearsal for what we will 

experience in Holy Week.  

In our day-to-day mortal lives, it seems the crucifixion and resurrection 

have not changed much. Death continues to seep through our every defense 

and pretense. Decay and disappointment still intrude from the streets. It’s not 

only the poor that we will always have with us: disease, injustice, hatred, 

violence – these, too, will apparently be with us for a while longer.  



 
P a g e  | 3 

Jesus on the cross really, truly and in every way, will suffer pain and 

humiliation and death. In our Gospel reading, Jesus knows that and so does 

Mary. The depth of her grief, like our own, is an indication of the depth of her 

love.  

Jesus and Mary of Bethany also both know something else. 

By wiping the fragrant oil from the feet of her beloved teacher with her 

hair, Mary is not simply cleaning up excess oil. She is smudging herself with 

the scent of the love that flows between them; embracing the reality of this 

exceptional moment with a fragrance that will, for the rest of her life, be united 

to her remembrances of the times when she had Jesus of Nazareth with her. 

The exchange of that grace-infused love, the scent of new and eternal 

life, is a wordless communication. Jesus and Mary, Judas and Martha, and 

everyone remembering this story with all five senses – all are somehow 

caught up in something much greater than themselves.  

We are all are enfolded in the sweet, earthy and calming perfume of 

God’s interrupting and extravagant love, a love that is most potent for those 

who give it to others. This is the love that Jesus will ask his followers to share 

with each other on Maundy Thursday. This is the love that Jesus will show his 

followers when he washes their feet in the middle of another last supper with 

loved ones. 

The fragrance of that love lifts and transforms the scent of death, 

surrounding Jesus and Judas, Martha and Mary, and you and me, with an 

unspoken truth that, from an eternal perspective, the life, death and 

resurrection of Christ changes everything. 

Mary has apprehended what Christ has revealed: that the path to Easter 

morning must go through Good Friday. One cannot exist without the other; 

that is the truth of the incarnation. And, if we are truthful, that is also the hope 

of the incarnation. The incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus the 

Anointed creates a new wholeness.  

Life in the Risen Christ is not postponed until after we die. In John’s 

telling, Lazarus, who has tasted death from the inside, has the unique 

experience of Jesus as the resurrection and the life.  And if we wake up to it, 

like Lazarus, we can live into resurrection life with Christ now.  

Right now.  

“Now” is our experience of that which is beyond time. Time is either 

future or past as events slide through…Now. We can anticipate the future but 

can’t experience it because it is not yet here. We can recall the past but can’t 

experience it because it is no longer here. All we can really experience is now.  
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Lazarus, Mary and Jesus are aware of this reality. Maybe Martha is too. 

Judas is not. He misses the present reality entirely as he looks only to the 

future or to the past. Judas complains as Mary pours out a perfume that Jesus 

and Lazarus recognize as the aroma of grace-filled new life passing from one 

to the other: from Jesus to Lazarus, from Mary to Jesus, from Jesus, Martha, 

Mary and Lazarus to you and me.  

The scene takes place on the mystical sixth day, the day on the cusp 

between “before-and-after” and “for-all-eternity.” The gift of new life that 

Mary’s perfume blesses is not more of this temporal life. The quality of her 

extravagant gift evokes something beyond past and present time: the eternal 

life of God, newly created in the now beyond all time.  

Eternal life is not time continuing endlessly. The eternal life of God 

transcends and includes time within the Now that never passes. The finality of 

our temporal, mortal life challenges each of us to decide – to choose to be 

fully present here and now, and so enter eternal life.  

Mary’s choice is to act in gratitude and not simply for the return of her 

brother Lazarus. Her’s is an act of grateful deep love for the gift of grace in the 

life, death and resurrection of her beloved Jesus. Rather than worrying over 

what is to come or regretting what has passed behind, we too can be 

gratefully present to the grace of God that permeates every nook and cranny 

of the eternal now.  

What St. Paul calls our real life, the “Christ-self” within us, is our eternal 

life. Through our baptisms, we are united to the life, death and resurrection of 

Christ and the love of God is poured into our hearts like the most expensive 

fragrance to live within us. Through the Eucharist, we reinvigorate our union, 

our communion, with God, with one another and with all creation.  

These grateful actions wake us up to that love flowing through us. 

Rather than wringing our hands at the presence of the poor, or at disease, 

injustice, hatred and violence, we practice giving ourselves to the eternally 

present Now. We learn to be participants in the divine nature until we are 

more than passive observers or even hopeful worshippers. We practice until 

we become partakers and openings for the fullness of God’s unity, harmony 

and peace.  

Who wouldn’t want to carry that fragrance with them for now and for 

eternity! 
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