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Sermon for April 3, 2022—“Perfect Scents” 
Fifth Sunday of Lent, Year C—Texts: John 12:1-8 

It must have been hard to breathe. The smell of the perfume, as it filled the noses of 

everyone present at the celebratory meal, must have been overwhelming. We all know 

someone who wears too much perfume, whether it’s that strange aunt, or lately it seems to 

be teenage boys wearing too much Axe cologne. Smells can overpower us like no other 

sense can, and certain scents can trigger memories like nothing else. They can remind us 

more powerfully than a picture of past events, places, or persons.  

The smell of chlorine can take you right back to that first time swimming in an indoor pool, 

or the smell of pine trees can take you back to a memorable Christmas. The smell today, 

the perfume that anoints Jesus’ feet cannot be taken lightly, or overlooked. A pound of 

perfume is not a delicate scent, and that seems to be Mary’s point.  

On this day, Jesus, his good friend Lazarus, and the disciples, are being treated to a 

celebratory meal. Lazarus has been raised from the dead, and now it is time to gather and 

celebrate. Martha, as usual, is serving the dinner. Martha is giving thanks for what just 

happened at the tomb, but Mary choose a different act of gratitude. She wants to express 

her deep gratitude, and her love for Jesus. It’s the kind of emotional display that makes 

most of us uncomfortable—you know what I mean? Those embarrassing displays of public 

affection, like two lovers kissing in public. In our reading, this is taken to a whole new 

level! 

As Mary anoints Jesus feet, and then wipes them with her own hair, the rest of the guests 

at the party were probably feeling awkward. For one things, washing feet was something 

that servants did. And using one’s hair as the cloth? Well, let me put it this way, that just 

wasn’t normal. Mary’s act is as extravagant, as wild, and as passionate as it seems. It’s 

probably something that could have been saved for a private moment with Jesus. It just 

wasn’t what decent people did, and I’m guessing Judas felt that way, because in the midst 

of this beautiful moment, this act of love and gratitude that Mary is giving to Jesus, he 

(Judas) pipes up: “Why wasn’t this perfume sold, and the money given to the poor?” 

Judas is that grumpy relative who needs to ruin every family meal. He cannot handle this 

emotionally deep, meaningful moment. Perhaps he was uncomfortable with the display of 

affection, or perhaps, as John suggests, he has other intentions for the money. Whatever 

Judas’ reasons, he’s deflecting, trying to move on, pivot away from the scene. He tries to 

make the moment foolish and wasteful. Judas tries to make beauty about practicality, 

almost stealing away Mary’s extravagant love, diminishing her by rebuking her feelings 

and actions—by responding to love and gratefulness with righteous indignation. 

We all know this moment. We’ve lived this moment.  We’ve been there when someone, 

maybe a family member or friend, maybe a co-worker, or church member, comes up with 

something. Maybe they come up with a new idea. Maybe they share a dream, a vision, 

something about which they are incredibly passionate. They finally find the courage to 

express a deep emotion, vulnerability, something that they’d held somewhere inside 

themselves. And they do this, only to be shot down by someone, maybe even us, because 

we can’t handle the implications, because we can’t handle the emotions it congers, because 

it makes us feel uncomfortable.  
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Conversely, maybe we know what it’s like to be the one who’s silenced, or dismissed, 

because someone else cannot handle the situation. That things like this happen in church 

are especially troubling to me, because church should be the one place where one can share 

the deepest parts of ourselves. Our ideas. Our hopes. Our dreams.  

Judas’ ruining of the moment, and our experiences of the same—where does that come 

from? My feeling is that it stems from a desire to protect and control, a desire to keep from 

being overwhelmed, to keep our feelings and experiences manageable and safe—on some 

level comprehensible—but they can often push us to put pragmatism and practicality ahead 

of people. Judas can’t handle Mary’s emotions, so he only sees dollars being poured on 

Jesus feet.  

We often get bogged down by the resources being expended that we lose sight of who 

we’re doing things for and why we’re doing them.  Judas doesn’t see that what Mary is 

doing for Jesus is worth more than any amount of money. Often we find it hard to see that 

the families, friends, neighbors, and ministries to which we give our time, effort, and 

money, are worth more than any amount of money. Sometimes we are so consumed with 

the bottom line that we neglect ourselves—and others—in the process. 

For five weeks, we have been immersed in the season of Lent. Immersed in the sights, 

sounds, and smells. The feel and smell of ashes marked our heads. Well, for some of us 

anyway. We have refrained from singing Alleluias, and heard instead, What Wondrous 

Love Is This? The Glory of These Forty Days. In the Cross of Christ I Glory. When I Survey 

the Wondrous Cross, and now, on this final Sunday before Palm Sunday, the smell of death 

begins to creep into our sanctuary. 

There’s a pound of pure nard on Jesus’ feet. Perfume that certainly was used by Mary and 

Martha to anoint their brother, and of course the same smell that wafted out of the tomb, 

when Jesus commanded the stone to be rolled away. The perfume is used to keep the smell 

of death at bay.  

Yet often the thing meant to hide something can become a symbol of what it is covering 

up. The perfume that’s supposed to keep the stench away is the sign of its presence, the 

perfume is the smell of death. The smell of the tomb brought to the table. No wonder Judas 

is uncomfortable. And Jesus does not miss the symbol either. Mary has anointed his feet 

with the smell of Good Friday, the scent that is slowly building as we get closer to Holy 

Week. Jesus does not see waste. Jesus sees love, lavish, wild, untamed love. Jesus sees—

we might say “prodigal” love. Jesus sees the future. 

“Leave her alone. She bought it, so that she might keep it, for the day of my burial.” 

Mary is not anointing a king, or a prophet. Mary is anointing a friend, a teacher, who will 

soon be prepared for burial on Friday evening—a week from now—and Jesus is reminding 

his disciples, and friends, one more time, of all that is coming. The cross is coming. The 

tomb is coming. Death is coming. Soon.  I imagine that this is the thing that Judas is trying 

not to feel and confront. Death. The ministry, the parables, the miracles, the teaching in 

synagogues, the traveling the countryside—it’s all been leading to this smell leading to 

death. Judas and the others cannot stay with the smell, they cannot stay in the moment, or 

live in the symbol. Just like we so often can’t stay in the overwhelming feelings. 
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Yet Jesus knows that this moment isn’t just about death, this moment is a foretaste of the 

future, God’s future. God’s mission is heading towards its zenith, its highest point. What 

do I mean? Well, when the time comes for Jesus the corpse to be put in the ground,  and a 

stone rolled in place to keep him there, God will be accomplishing something new, 

something never seen, something unique. Something glimpsed as Lazarus stepped out of 

his tomb becomes promises fulfilled when Jesus steps out of his.  

God is about to turn the world upside to bring new meaning to creation. Preparing for burial 

will no longer be preparing for death, but for New Life. Here in this perfume filled room, 

where passionate, impulsive Mary has shown her love, and given thanks in her way, Jesus 

gives the whole world, a new sign, new meaning; and here, brothers and sisters, is the 

thing… 

God’s future is now about us. Jesus burial is about us. On Good Friday, Jesus will be 

anointing the world with New Life. As Jesus dies, we will be made alive; and while Judas 

and the disciples, and we right along with them, struggle to stay in the moment, while we 

all end up betraying and denying Jesus, Jesus remains fully in the present.  

Present with Mary.  

Present with death.  

Present with love. 

Jesus sees the beauty of Mary’s gesture of love, and Jesus tells us that God’s greatest 

gesture of love is coming. It’s coming on the cross of Good Friday. It’s coming in familiar 

smells. On crosses and in empty tombs, and so as Mary anoints Jesus feet today, as the 

perfume fills the room, Jesus stays in the moment, and keeps us there, no matter how much 

we—like Judas—want to deflect. And Jesus reminds us that this moment is not just death, 

but love.  

Love in costly perfume that anoints Jesus feet.  

Love on the cross.  

Love buried in the tomb, and after three days,  

Love that bursts forth.  

Love that is uncontrolled.  

Love that is untamed.  

Love that is wild. 

Love that is passionate. 

Love that is extravagant.  

Love that we can see.  

Love that we can touch. 

Love that we can taste, and without doubt, 

Love that we can smell. 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 

 


