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3.26.2025 Lenten Midweek Prayer, Week 3                     Pastor Timothy McKenzie              
Psalm 100; John 12:1-8 

“Scent: Filled with love’s fragrance” 
Grace to you, and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.  

Tonight, we continue our Lenten midweek series, titled: “The Incarnate Senses: Christ dwells in 
you.” As human beings, our senses are constantly in dialogue with our intellect and our faith. Faith 
helps us make sense of what we see, hear, smell, touch, and taste, leading us into a deeper 
understanding of reality. 
  Tonight, we meditate on our sense of smell as we encounter around us. Tonight’s reading from 
John recalls the time when Jesus was at Bethany, near Jerusalem, in the home of Mary, Martha, and 
Lazarus. Mary anointed Jesus’ feet with perfume and the house was filled with the fragrance. Mary, 
of course, was the sister who sat at Jesus’ feet in Luke’s gospel listening to him teaching while her 
sister Martha was distracted by serving and working (Lk. 10:38-42).  
  Just prior to today’s reading, Mary, true to her character, had fallen at Jesus’ feet outside the 
tomb of her brother, Lazarus, saying, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
At the sight of Mary and others weeping outside Lazarus’ tomb, Jesus wept with them. The meal in 
tonight’s reading takes place soon after Jesus had raised Lazarus from the dead. Mary’s anointing of 
Jesus reveals her thanksgiving and gratitude for Jesus’ compassion and love. Jesus gave meaning to 
this anointing by foreshadowing his own death and burial, for in a few days Jesus would also ride 
into Jerusalem to cries of “Hosannah!” now anointed as a king. 
  The word for “house” in today’s reading is oikos in Greek, and suggests the household of God, 
which is the entire world. Oikos is the root word for oikumene, in English “ecumenical,” which 
points to Jesus’ work for the entire world – the household of God. Jesus’ raising Lazarus from the 
dead gave hope not only to one household, but to every household that believes in his name. Jesus’ 
own death anoints the entire world with a fragrance of hope. 
  Mary’s action filled the house with the fragrance of love, and like Mary, I would suggest that 
what each of us leaves behind in this world is the fragrance of love. One day, though we will each 
die and be buried, we will leave behind us lives bearing the fragrance of hope in God’s love alive 
for others in this world. 
  There is another passage of scripture that has been on my mind this week, “Let my prayer rise 
before you like incense” (Psalm 141:2). I would also suggest that each of our lives are also like an 
offering of incense. Because as incense burns, it is consumed; incense is a reminder of our hope that 
as we live, our mortal lives will leave behind a fragrance of hope and love in this world. May your 
life, like a prayer, rise like incense before God, leaving the fragrance of God’s love in this world. 
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  Many of us, of course, know scent and perfume, perhaps using it daily. Fewer of us may have 
experienced incense in daily life. When I lived in Japan, I was daily aware of incense, sensing it as I 
walked the neighborhood with our dog. On morning walks, I could smell the incense and hear the 
chanting of Buddhist prayers.  

At the time of a neighbor’s death, I was occasionally invited into neighbors’ homes, and into 
sacred family spaces. I remember one woman, Mrs. Oya, inviting me into her home to offer incense 
for her departed husband, with whom for years, I had a running early morning conversation. Mrs. 
Oya showed me into her living room where the Buddhist altar was located, saying to me, “Though 
our religions are different, please pray in your own tradition.” In the ecumenical hospitality of 
prayer, I lit a stick of incense, and its fragrance filled the house, reminding me that in the mystery of 
God’s love, God hears the prayers of all who call upon him. 

Jesus also suggests that Mary did not use all the perfume, but that what she had purchased was 
also for the day of his burial. As Jesus suggests about his own burial anointing, the fragrance of love 
will also remain when we die. As a pastor in Japan, I officiated at committal services at places of 
cremation, just before the casket would be committed to the flames. A place of cremation is 
ecumenical; it is a place where the bodies of people of all religions and nations are committed to 
flames that will transform them to ashes and dust, returning them to the earth. In Japan, places of 
cremation are redolent with the fragrance of incense, as prayers for loved ones are offered by both 
Buddhists and Christians. 
  Tonight’s brief reflection on John’s gospel helps us think about a couple of things. Like Mary, 
what will be the fragrant offering that you offer to God during your life, and what will be the 
fragrance of hope and love your life leaves behind in this world? Like Jesus, how is the fragrant 
offering you are making with your life preparing you for your own time of dying and burial? 
  In this world we spend precious little time meditating on our own mortality and death. Focused 
on material things and a culture of eternal youth, we miss the opportunity to consider the mystery of 
life and death and how God will use the gifts of our living and our dying. 
  Jesus was aware of his time of dying, suffering, and the cross. The power of Jesus overcoming 
death with the sweet fragrance of new life, gives me hope that our lives will also overcome death, 
filling the world with the fragrance of hope in the resurrection. 
  When a home is the place of hospitality and caring, the fragrant scent of love fills the air, and 
when a life is lived with love, it fills the world with love’s fragrance. 
  May your life be filled with Christ’s fragrance of love and hope. You have been anointed in 
baptism so that your life might rise like incense as a living prayer to God. 
 May you fill with the world with the fragrance of love. Amen.  


