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Is 43:16-21; Ps 126; Phil 3:4B-14; John 12:1-8 

Prayer 

Do you remember that smell? 

Scientists say that smells are detected in the part of our brain that is very closely associated with 

memories. It seems like a strange idea—until we think about it. Think back to a powerful moment in 

your life—a moment that was emotional and challenging or moving. See if you can imagine being there, 

again. And now…what did it smell like? 

I’m willing to bet that many of us can remember a particular and somehow strangely specific smell—

that meal that was cooked (or was burning); the perfume or cologne of a special someone; probably the 

most common one: the smell of that hospital… 

The connection of smells to memories can be so powerful that it is almost like the flashbacks that 

people with PTSD go through. You are just minding your own business when all of a sudden that smell 

presents itself. Suddenly you are transported back to that time and place, against your will. For some of 

us that may be a happy place, but for many of us we are suddenly re-living a moment of grief all over 

again, all because of a smell, completely out of context. 

Our world is full of smells. Good smells. Bad smells. That person who wears way too much perfume. 

That colleague with coffee breath. The people on the bus who haven’t learned how to use deodorant. 

But also, the scent of freshly baked bread. Garlic roasting. Flowers—not daisies, those smell. Of course 

roses smell nice. I’m sure other flowers do too, I just don’t know enough about it. 

We are often confronted with smells in our lives. But they usually don’t have quite the same effect on us 

that these specific smells do.  

I don’t know anything about perfume in the ancient world. I’ve heard that in the middle ages people 

preferred to lather on perfume rather than bathing but that’s about as much as I know about perfume. 

Except that it was expensive. It still is expensive. But people who can afford to use perfume have been 

using it for centuries. 

And it would appear from our gospel account that the family of Martha, Mary, and Lazarus were a family 

that could afford perfume. Even the very expensive kind. And the story that we hear about how they use 

it probably makes some of us a little uncomfortable. It seems like such an extravagance—such a waste. 

But if that’s our first thought, we might be missing something important, just as Judas is. 

This is not the first time that they’ve used this perfume. 

Just in case we might have overlooked that detail, John tells us right at the beginning of the passage that 

Jesus has arrived at the home of Lazarus “whom he raised from the dead”. This is not just a social 

gathering with some good friends—which it is. Their friendship has been changed forever. 

And for Mary, especially, what she went through with her brother was not something easily forgotten.  

If you remember that story, Lazarus died. His sisters had hoped that Jesus would arrive and save him but 

Jesus didn’t get there in time. Lazarus died. And he was put in a tomb.  



But before he would have been put in a tomb, his family would have prepared his body for burial. They 

would have washed his body and rubbed perfume into it, to prevent the smell of death from overtaking 

them.  

But even the best perfumes don’t last forever. When Jesus arrived (after Lazarus’ death and burial) and 

ordered them to open the tomb, his sisters were worried about the smell. They had probably smelled a 

decaying body before—and their brother had already been dead for some days. 

But instead, Lazarus walked out of the tomb on his own, still wearing his burial garment. Smelling, not 

like a dead man, but like someone who had been anointed with expensive perfume. The same perfume 

that probably reminded everyone around him of the deaths of their loved ones. This was a specific 

scent—this would not have been a scent that was used to “spruce up” for a date. This would not have 

been a perfume that was used to cover up the smell of bad cooking or a moldy apartment. This was the 

smell of death. Not the real smell of death, but the smell of mourning. The smell of loss. The smell of 

loved ones gone, and never returned. 

 

And now, suddenly, that smell meant something different. Especially in that house. That smell, which, by 

then had no doubt faded, was no longer associated with tears and with mourning. That smell meant life. 

Victory over death. New-found hope in the midst of despair. 

And thanks to Mary, the house was filled with that smell once again. 

She would have known the threat to Jesus’ life. She would have heard the rumours—that they were 

coming for him. That his life was in danger. But also, that her brother’s life was in danger too, as 

someone who had experienced so great a miracle at the hands of Jesus. The threat of despair was 

looming. 

And Mary decided to prepare Jesus for it. Jesus knew he was going to die. He answered quite bluntly 

that her kind act was to prepare his body for his burial. But he also knew what they didn’t—what they 

would have realized if they had known what Lazarus’ rising foretold—that Jesus too, would come out of 

the grave, conquering death. Not just for a moment, but for all time. And for all people. 

It wasn’t Mary’s perfume that protected Jesus—that’s not how it worked. But it must have been a 

comfort for her—for their whole household—to be reminded in that visceral way. Their brother had 

lived with that smell. Perhaps Jesus will cheat death too, outlast this threat. 

 

…and at the same time, I can’t help but thinking that Judas was right. This does seem like a lot of waste. 

It does seem a though the money spent on this perfume could have been spent better elsewhere. 

And it does seem as though Jesus is dismissing the needs of the poor, almost scoffing as he says “the 

poor you will always have with you. But you will not always have me.” 

And if that was a prediction, it seems as though Jesus hit the nail on the head. We have not eradicated 

poverty. It has hardly been a coordinated effort, but attempts have been made continually since Jesus’ 

time, and yet it often seems as though poverty is getting worse rather than getting better. Income 



inequality is growing rather than diminishing. It doesn’t seem as though we can beat poverty—at least 

not in this lifetime. There are steps we can take to alleviate poverty (and I hope we will).  

But rather than dismissing the concept of poverty and the very real physical needs of people, Jesus 

points us to something else—something bigger. The smell that continued to fill the air around them, the 

smell that would have permeated all of Mary’s actions for days to come as it had soaked into her hair, 

served as a reminder: death has been conquered. The challenges of this life will remain—all except the 

biggest one: death. Life’s biggest foe has been defeated. Death has been destroyed. That smell, that 

perfume reminds us that when we think we will face life’s biggest challenges, the way has already been 

made for us into a new reality. Our temporary struggles cannot compare with the joy that accompanies 

everlasting life. Where once there was death and mourning, our senses prompt us with memories of 

hopefulness, redemption. 

I hope and I pray that you may experience that deep joy was we prepare to open the tomb on Easter 

morning. 


