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‘The scent of the Good News’   

I’d like to start with a quick survey. Put your hand up if you like the smell of a brand-new car. Now put your hand up if you don’t like the new car smell. When I researched this (with Google of course), it was obvious that most people are fond of the new car smell. There is something appealing about it. For me, when I get in a new car, the smell takes me way back to my childhood when my dad came home with a brand-new car. Did you know that you can even buy special sprays from the auto shop that give your car the brand-new smell! By the way, Google also revealed that the new car smell is not good for you, but that’s beside the point! 
In today’s gospel reading from John 12 we have a story of something new that is associated with a strong fragrance. The new thing is the message from Jesus that true life is surprisingly found in death – death to self, death to power, death to the trappings of the world. And this new message invited people to join him in the way of the cross, which was the only way to new life, and this new life is what gives the cross a sweet fragrance. 
In this story, there was literally a sweet fragrance in the room. Jesus and a number of his followers were enjoying dinner at the home of Lazarus in Bethany when Mary does this unexpected and surprising thing that raised a lot of eyebrows. She cracks open a bottle of exorbitantly expensive perfume, lovingly pours the whole lot – a year’s wages - on Jesus’ feet and wipes his feet with her hair. The potent scent of the perfume permeates the whole room. 
The context of this event is important on so many levels, which we don’t have time to explore this morning. But what stands out is that it happens very close to Jerusalem, right near the end of Jesus’ long journey from Galilee and it is only a week before his crucifixion. That’s why this story appears near the end of our season of Lent as we approach Easter. And what Mary does with the perfume turns out to be a powerfully prophetic act to deeply symbolise Jesus being prepared for his imminent death. 
This is one of the episodes that gets mentioned in all four gospels, but it’s fascinating to see the differences in each writer’s account of the details. There is quite some discrepancy in the location, the identity of the woman, and who it is that get’s cross about what she did. Yet the central theme is consistent, which is the recognition of who Jesus really is and the way that stands in contrast to the general attitudes of those around and to society as a whole. 
The point is that the fragrance of the Good News is not always recognised, or at least not always perceived for what it really is. 
In today’s reading from Isaiah 43, God speaks through the prophet to his people about the way he delivered them from slavery and gave them new life. God says, “I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth; do you not perceive it?” (v19) God is doing a new thing in their midst, but asks them a critical question, “Do you not perceive it?” 
The same could be asked of the guests at the home of Lazarus: Do they not perceive the significance of what happens? Do they not perceive the scent of the good news? The same could be asked of us. Do we not perceive the new thing God is doing in our own lives, or our church or even in our neighbourhoods?
Paul, in writing to the church in Philippi, shares something of his own testimony of his eyes being opened and his perceiving of the good news, and the way his new perception stands in contrast to his ‘old’ way of life. He confesses that he could boast about all his human achievements – which were indeed impressive (Phil 3:4-6). But his new self now proclaims, “But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ”. (v7) Paul, like the observers at Lazarus’ dinner, had previously been totally hooked into the dominant social paradigm. But when God did a new thing in his life, he started to look at things in a whole new and radical way. 
It’s as if he looked at the same things in life yet suddenly saw them differently. A bit like looking at one of those 3D pictures containing a hidden image within it, where you can stare at it for ages, without seeing the hidden image, then all of a sudden you focus on it differently and, bingo, you see it. Something new is revealed to you. 
All that mattered for Paul, and for Mary in today’s story is to perceive and recognise the Christ, to worship him and to follow him. 
By the way, does that mean that as long as we worship Christ, it doesn’t matter what else we do? Some might believe that. But of course not. And yet it is tempting to interpret Jesus’ words, “you will always have the poor among you” (v8) to mean we can play down the importance of reaching out to the poor. It was certainly the very opposite in Jesus’ mind when he said those words. When you look deeper into the language and context of that statement, he was surely saying “Keep on looking after the poor!”. In other words, “your faith in me will be demonstrated in how you live radically in a world of need”. 
So, in the room that evening, with the strong fragrance filling the air, Mary cuts through the prevailing social norms and agendas, simply because she has perceived the scent of the good news in Jesus. 
Yes, what she does is scandalous. It is shocking to onlookers. It is inappropriately extravagant. It crosses boundaries of how women should behave. It is reckless, foolish and wasteful. And Judas happens to be one of those who holds those views, and he speaks up in protest. Of course, he had another hidden motive that he could potentially benefit personally if that perfume was sold. But putting that aside, he probably reflects the views of everyone else present, who recoil at the nature of the act and the waste of such valuable perfume. 
I have to admit that I am a bit like Judas in this story. I think I would react in much the same way. I am someone who hates waste. Just ask Sophie. If there is a half-eaten cake that’s been sitting in the fridge too long, I can’t stand to throw it out. Even if it’s growing mould on it, I cringe when it goes in the bin! And that’s just the start of it. 
This story should challenge us all when we imagine ourselves in that room that day. Our eyebrows would surely be raised along with all the other eyebrows in the room – expect of course those of Jesus, who instead applauds Mary’s actions. He does that because everything about his own life and ministry was also scandalous and foolish in the eyes of the world. So Jesus and Mary are on the same page here. 



What we see in this story is a stark contrast between Mary and Judas. Their respective hearts are in two completely different places, and because of that, only Mary perceives the new thing that God is doing in Christ. Only she detects the true scent of the good news. Only she has seen the hidden truth in the same ‘3D’ scene that everyone present was looking at. 
The challenge for us is to allow that scent to become unforgettable. We all know that certain smells and fragrances become etched in our minds and will always evoke memories of a time long ago. In the same way I believe we are being challenged by this story to allow the scent of the good news to become so permanently etched in our whole being, that it becomes unforgettable, taking over all that we are, filling our hearts with love, as it did for Mary, and driving our actions in the world as we keep on following that scent. 

Prayer

Extravagant God,
lavishing your love on our poverty of heart:
inspire us to give with generosity,
to love life so that we may find it again,
and thus the world will be filled
with the fragrance of your love;
through Jesus Christ, who offers himself for us. Amen.
from Prayers for an Inclusive Church 2009, alt. Posted in http://www.anglican.ca/wp-content/uploads/Trial-Use-Collects-Lent-1C-through-Lent-5C.pdf











