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Can you smell it? All around the world, Sunday dinners are being prepared. Roasts are roasting, 

Hams are baking, stews are stewing. Even as you approach a home that is preparing a big 

dinner you can smell the wonderful aromas and your mouth begins to water. God created us as 

sensory people, so smells are very important to us. Just a whiff of apple pie can make us think 

of grammas’ kitchen. Or the scent of our loved one on their clothing can bring back precious 

memories.  

Now, scents are not always nice.  Running into a skunk can cause our eyes to water with the vile 

smell. Rotten eggs can make us gag. While we know our crops need fertilizer, the smell of the 

manure can overwhelm our senses. 

But two thousand years ago, a very different scent filled the air at Lazarus’s home where Jesus 

was dining. The initial odours were pleasing as they sat for the meal. The aroma of flavourful 

foods would fill the air. All of a sudden, there is a new scent in the air. It is a very strong smell, 

one that could not be ignored. Those who had not noticed what Mary was doing would 

suddenly be aware that something was going on. But what is that smell? It is not usually 

associated with meals or even of people gathering.  What is it? 

All eyes would be on Mary as she breaks open that priceless Alabaster jar and anoints Jesus’ 

feet with the pungent oil. It is a pleasant smell, but it brings some sad associations. It is the 

smell of Nard. 

In the Gospel of Mark, we hear that the Nard was contained in an alabaster jar. So, what is 

alabaster? Alabaster is a kind of marble. It is something that was carved out of stalactites and 

stalagmites found in caves and so has rings in it. It is very beautiful and it very expensive. An 

alabaster jar would be worth about the equivalent of $2,000 in our money.  

And inside of this priceless jar is nard, pure nard, which is a very expensive perfume. It would 

have been worth a year's wages for a common labourer. Part of what made it so valuable is it 

got better with age, so it was often something that was given from mother to daughter as a 

family heirloom.  

And Mary was anointing Jesus with Nard. But what is the purpose of Nard? Nard was used to 

anoint bodies after death to prepare them for the yearlong entombment.  It was used to help 

cover the smell of death itself, of the body decaying which occurs very quickly in a hot climate.  

And so, Mary comes in with this and she breaks it open. Once this has been opened, it has to be 

used right then. You can't save it. She anoints the feet of Jesus with this priceless perfume. Did  
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Mary realize that Jesus was soon to die? Was she preparing his body already? Did she realize 

something that the chosen 12 did not yet see? It does appear to be a bit of foreshadowing.  

And we hear that the whole house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. No one would 

fail to notice the odour. And it would stick in their memories as the days progress. As Jesus is 

carried into Jerusalem on a donkey, he would not be allowed to forget his purpose. The nard 

would be always tickling his nostrils. He would have that constant reminder of what was to 

come. His purpose was always before him but now he also had the odour of death to help keep 

him focused. 

Soon it is Passover and Jesus and his followers sit down to a Passover meal.  The smell of the 

Nard would still be present but it would be so easy to overlook with the wonderful odours of 

the celebration going on. The meal begins, just like any other Passover meal. But again, Jesus 

takes the disciples by surprise and does something unexpected. He tells them that one of their 

own will betray him. Mayhem erupts. Not me Lord, surely not me? Who could it be Lord? A 

gentle breeze blows through the room and you cannot help but notice the nard, the odour of 

death. 

And the foreshadowing is heightened when Jesus breaks the bread and announces “take, eat, 

this is my body.” Silence permeates the room and mixes with the perfume. 

Jesus passes the cup of wine and all drink from it before Jesus declares that this is His blood of 

the new covenant. He will not drink again until He drinks it in the new kingdom. Wait, is there 

hope? He said that the new kingdom was coming! Maybe he is about to take control. Surely, he 

will not die. He is talking about the new kingdom so there must be hope! 

How easy it is to overlook the obvious and only see what we want to see isn’t it? Jesus had 

been preparing his disciples for his coming death almost since he met them. But that is not 

what they wanted to hear. They wanted to have a military leader, the one who triumphantly 

entered on the back of a donkey. A king! Not a man who would die, certainly not on a cross. We 

know that the nard was a foreshadowing of what was to come. We can smell death in the story. 

We have the advantage because know how it ends.  

How many times in our own lives though have we not seen the truth that stands in front of us? 

How many cannot see God yet look at the sunrise? How many times have we prayed for an 

answer only to realize it was in front of us all along? Have you ever been reading a story in the 

Bible that had always been just a story to you when suddenly you find new meaning in it, and it 

stops being just a story? 
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Each of those who were present when the alabaster jar was broken, and the Nard was used to 

anoint the feet of Christ, would remember that smell. They would know it later when they 

smelt it after Jesus died and they would think again of Jesus. But on the day when the disciples 

and Christ were gathered for a meal at the home of Lazarus, no one thinks of death. No one but 

Jesus. 

And how soon after do the crowds turn on Jesus. How fickle they turn out to be. The shouts of 

Hosanna so quickly turn to “crucify him, crucify him”. And still the smell of nard would be on his 

body. Still the odour of death would surround Jesus. 

And death comes quickly. He is tried. He is beaten. He is mocked. He is offered wine to wet his 

parched lips but true to his earlier prediction that he would not taste wine until he was in the 

new kingdom, he does not drink. And he dies. And the perfume applied days before finally gets 

to fulfill its intended purpose. Christ is taken down from the cross and his body is already 

prepared. It is wrapped in linen and placed in a tomb.  And the smell of the nard fills the tomb 

while the echoes of Hosannas reverberate off the walls. 

But travelling back in time to the home of Lazarus, the crowd is full of good food and good 

company and their senses are satisfied with pleasant things. But what is that smell? 


