Monday of Holy Week 2024
Isaiah 42.1-9; Hebrews 9.11-15; John 12.1-11

The house was filled with the fragrance.
‘Six days before the Passover…’ Six days which we will journey through with Jesus. Tonight, we find him relaxing in Bethany. The last time we were there with him, in John chapter 11 he thrilled us with his declaration: ‘I am the resurrection and the life’. And he proved that to be true by calling Lazarus from the tomb. His friend who had been dead for four days called into new life, unbound and liberated into God’s future. Jesus called God’s future for Lazarus into the present. Jesus the Lord of time and space.
Bethany then is a special place for Jesus – a place of rest for the Son of Man who has nowhere to lay his head. A place where his identity has been confirmed. Where people believe in him. On the surface, everything seems calm and peaceful this night. Mary, Martha and Lazarus are giving a dinner for Jesus – a celebration perhaps in honour of their extraordinary friend who has turned their world upside down and put his own life on the line. ‘Laying down his life for his friend’. ‘Greater love has no one than this.’ 
We can imagine the house filled with warmth and laughter and the love of friends, united by the God who makes the impossible possible – bringing triumph from tragedy.
And in this gentle loving place, where Martha offers her gift of hospitality Mary does an extraordinary thing with the most expensive exquisite perfume money can buy. A pound of pure nard. A tender aromatic herb with a pungent root. Sweet fragrance fills the air – just imagine it for a moment. Breathe in the delicious heady scent. Mary anoints and caresses the feet of Jesus – wiping them with her hair. He is the one who has brought her brother back to life – there is no gesture too extravagant for Mary’s gratitude. The house is full of this perfumed moment. It has the intensity and intimacy of the greatest Hebrew love poem: Song of Songs:
Your anointing oils are fragrant,
Your name is perfume poured out;
Therefore, the maidens adore you. (SoS 1.3)

It’s an act of devotion from Mary, anointing the anointed one – the Christ. Nard is a fragrance used in worship in the Temple, and here is Jesus - the Temple – the place where God and humanity meet. Where, as a sacrifice without blemish his blood obtains eternal redemption. It is a prophetic act from Mary. On Maundy Thursday we will see Jesus mirror Mary’s loving and tender act when he washes the feet of those attending the last supper. And just as Mary breaks open the jar and pours out its rich and costly contents, so Jesus offers himself to be broken for us – poured out for all. The fragrant, loving sacrifice of Christ will fill the whole world – an act beyond extravagance.
But, but in the house at Bethany, there are other odours too – just below the surface. In the tension that is mounting can you smell the hint of something rotten, something deadly? Beyond even the stink expected from Lazarus in the tomb. 
Judas, oh Judas - grabbing the moral high ground. ‘Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?’ he asks. Careful, prudent, reliable Judas – in charge of the finances, trusted by the disciples to take good care of the resources. Why does he question Mary’s actions? Is he envious? Does he wish that Mary was anointing and caressing his feet? Does he desire to sit at the feet of his Rabbi Jesus and show such outrageous devotion? Does he long for the new life that has sprung up in Lazarus? Does he have a dead relative that he longs for Jesus to raise? Writing in hindsight John suggests that Judas is a thief – stealing from the common purse - knowing perhaps the price of everything and the value of nothing. Judas is on his way to destruction – how we long to stop him – to gather him back into the perfumed light – but the scent of betrayal and untimely death is lingering in the shadows - around the edges of the room – waiting to pounce.
Jesus - for whom the poor are a priority - ticks Judas off –The poor will always be here to attend to – but for now your attention needs to be here with me. ‘Leave her alone. She bought it for the day of my burial.’ Nard, like myrrh, is used to anoint bodies as they are buried. We are brought up short with shocking clarity – the end is coming. The chief priests are plotting to kill Lazarus as well as Jesus, to snuff out the new life of God’s future. Six days before the Passover – six days before the Lamb of God is offered up for sacrifice. There isn’t much time left. 
Perhaps Mary senses this as she imitates the master and brings God’s future into the present. Into the room at Bethany. Odours of death and burial come from the shadows - up into the air. They cause us to fear as we breathe them in. Death is coming and we cannot stop it. Where do you find yourself in this intense and charged scene? To which of the aromas in the air are you most drawn in this house filled with fragrance?  
As these next days unfold we enter again into the most profound mystery of the universe, that ours is a suffering God in whom we see love emptying itself, love freely given for the redemption of the entire cosmos. It’s an awesome thing to draw close to this blazing heart of God’s passionate love for us. What’s the fragrance of your response to that love tonight? 

A Heroic Prayer by Gerald O’Mahony SJ
I would rather 
be here with you
than anywhere else
without you

I would rather
have nothing
and be with you
than have everything else
but without you

I would rather be mocked and ridiculed
with you
than be living comfortably
and well thought of
without you

I would rather hold to your truth
and take the consequences
than live an easy lie

I would rather have you for my King,
Crown of thorns and all
than follow any other leader.
Remember me. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Gerald O’Mahony SJ, ‘A Heroic Prayer’, in Geoffrey Duncan, let justice roll down (Norwich: Canterbury Press,2003) pg. 177.] 
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