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The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 
In the name... 
For the second time in as many months, the smell of death filled the home of 

Lazarus in Bethany. Evidently a leading Pharisee and from a family of some 
means, Lazarus had caused quite a stir: first at the time of his death, but then more 
dramatically when he was resuscitated four days later by Jesus. Surely the smell of 
death and decay building in his tomb during those intervening days would have 
thoroughly permeated his burial shroud, lingering on his skin and hair and in the air 
for many days more after Lazarus walked upright out of his sepulcher. Not a smell 
easily forgotten, the fragrance of death would have been fresh in the minds of 
Lazarus, his sisters, and Jesus some weeks later as the Passover drew near. 
On that day, however, when Jesus was again in Lazarus’ home, a very different 

funereal odor perfumed the air. Now that same house was filled with the 
unmistakable aroma of spikenard: the rare, sweet, piney fragrance that, in the 
volume described in this morning’s Gospel lesson, would have utterly saturated the 
home for days if not weeks. Jesus’ feet would very likely have retained some of the 
odor as he walked to Golgotha, laboring under the weight of his cross. Mary’s hair 
would certainly have retained the smell, saturating the events of the week ahead 
with memories of the last time Jesus was in her home as his passion grimly 
unfolded. I wonder, too, if any of the rich, spicy oil was detectable on Jesus’ skin 
on the other side of the grave? 
Nard was prized by rich and powerful Romans, Egyptians, Persians, and east 

Asians alike as a perfume, medicine, and as a powerful flavoring for fine food and 
drink. For the elites of these cultures, it had a wide variety of applications. For 
Jews, however, there were really only three, highly- specific associations with that 
fragrance. The first, and most common (at least for richer Jews), was its use in 
burial rites to prepare a body for the grave. As the Gospel makes clear, this was the 
association at the fore of everyone’s mind in Bethany. The second association, 
though, was with the Temple. Nard was among the precious oils mixed and 
crystalized into incense for burning on the altar. The incense rites of the Temple, 
redolent with spikenard among other precious oils, played a central role in the 
economy of sacrifice, salvation, and atonement for the people of God. The final 
association — by Jesus’ time, all but relegated to Israel’s mythic past — was its use 
in the anointing of kings. Nard was among those oils mixed into the chrism that 
made kings: David and those of his line were each anointed with it at the hands of 
prophets and priests. The fragrance of nard, then, signified either death or sacrifice 
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or kingship for Jews. And while death was clearly most on the minds of Jesus’ 
friends, the anointing at Bethany turned out to signal all three at once. 
In John’s Gospel, unlike the others, Jesus’ impending death is well understood by 

his disciples. In the synoptics, despite Jesus’ increasingly clear predictions of his 
betrayal, death, and resurrection, his disciples are incredulous. When it comes to 
pass, they are surprised and bewildered. In John’s Gospel, however, the mounting 
danger is seemingly known to all. In the weeks between Lazarus’ resuscitation and 
Jesus’ return to Bethany, he and those closest to him are in hiding in the desert. 
The priests and Pharisees have organized a search for Jesus to hand him over to 

the authorities, and the net is tightening. John tells us that even the public who only 
know of Jesus and have heard of Lazarus’ rising from the dead were wondering if 
he would show up at this year’s Passover festivities in Jerusalem; knowing that it 
would mean almost certain arrest and punishment. It was a likely enough outcome, 
at least in Mary’s mind, that she invested in the costly perfume as preparation for 
his burial. That Jesus returned to Bethany, a near suburb of Jerusalem, on the eve of 
the Passover, then, signaled to his friends and allies that he was intent on entering 
Jerusalem for the observance no matter the cost. The gathering described in this 
morning’s Gospel must have been a grave and solemn affair as a result. One can 
imagine the tense atmosphere of that home at dinner: the furtive glances and stifled 
crying; the refusal to make eye contact with Jesus or one another. This backdrop of 
grief and anxiety makes Mary’s extravagant display a bit more intelligible. It was 
an offering and an outpouring of love, to be sure: but it was also a plea from a 
friend and disciple. This was an extraordinary, desperate act meant to punctuate the 
stakes of Jesus decision. It was as if to say, going ahead as you have planned will 
only have one outcome, so certain that we might as well anoint you now as if you 
were already a corpse awaiting burial. This backdrop also makes Judas’ response 
somehow even more calloused; his disaffection all the more palpable. The feigned 
concern for the poor when Jesus’ punishment was all but assured in the days ahead 
is the dead giveaway that, for one reason or another, he had become disinterested in 
and inured to the tragedy unfolding around him. 
Cynics are almost always former idealists; it is the tell-tale sign of spoiled hopes. 

In this case, it unmasks one in full retreat from Jesus, thoroughly repulsed by the 
incomprehensible path he has chosen. For Judas, his inability to be present to the 
gravity of the moment is matched only by his bitter pragmatism: "Why was this 
perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?" 
Beware of the champions of practicality where love, honor, and worship are 
concerned: pragmatism in these matters is most often a guise for miserliness and 
disillusionment. Utility can be a dangerous poison, meant to wither the hearts and 
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imaginations of those who, like Mary, would make lavish, affecting outpourings of 
love. 
A pound of nard is absurdly impractical; utterly wasted on anything other than 

love and praise. 
It could serve no earthly purpose that an ounce of the same wouldn’t have done 

just as well. And yet, in this morning’s Gospel, Mary poured it out lavishly and 
unsparingly in grief and fear and desperation. She tearfully and, as it turns out, 
accurately anticipated the suffering and death that awaited Jesus in Jerusalem yet 
having no way of realizing that this anointing foreshadowed all that would lie 
beyond the grave as well. For while the scent of spikenard would surely forever 
remind all in the home of Lazarus that day of the tense, anxious dread leading up to 
Jesus’ passion, it would also for them — and for generations of disciples to follow 
— come to be the fragrance of the atoning sacrifice of Good Friday and the 
anointing of David’s final heir at his Easter coronation. This was the second time in 
as many months that the smell of death filled the home of Lazarus in Bethany. It 
was also the first time the fragrance of salvation filled the nostrils of Jesus’ 
disciples, perfuming the salvation of the world that was afoot. 
I have said... 


