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The Fragrance of Faith 
 
Take a breath and smell this . . . 
 
Fresh-mowed grass. 
Bread baked in an oven. 
A skunk in your neighborhood. 
A rotten egg, diesel engine or spoiled milk. 
A puppy’s breath, orange blossoms or a Christmas tree. 
 
There was that time when Jesus ate dinner at Lazarus’ 
home. What if they’d shared bread baked from earlier in 
the morning, grilled lamb, figs just plucked from the tree 
and pomegranates with red, sweet juice dribbling down 
chins? Can you smell the feast? 
 
Were any doors and windows open? Did a breeze deliver 
the aroma of a nearby orchard? Were flowers blooming by 
the entry? Had Lazarus’ neighbor spent the day pressing 
new oil from harvested olives? Do you feast in the smells? 
 
Jesus’ disciples crowded into the room. Judas fingered the 
bag of coins. Peter ached for his family. Thomas drank too 
much. Matthew told a long story about a tax dodger from 
Galilee, but forgot the punch line. All were road weary, 
sweat-stained and couldn’t recall their last bath. 
 
Lazarus’ sister entered. Mary. 
 
Readers of John’s Gospel know what happens next. Her 
actions led to Judas’ complaints . . . the expensive nard 
she possessed could’ve been sold, the money “given to the 
poor.” Her actions caused Jesus to comment about those 
same poor with a perplexing, melancholy response:  “You 
always have the poor with you, but you do not always 
have me.” 
Mary rubbed the precious nard onto Jesus’ calloused feet. 
She literally welcomed the guest. She metaphorically 
prepared him for impending death. And impending 
mystery. 
 
John’s Gospel simply declared, “The house was filled 
with the fragrance of the perfume.” 
 
Can you smell what Mary did? What was that scent like in 
your imagination? 
 
On the printed page or digital screen, it’s hard to tease the 
nose. And yet maybe I can tickle, tantalize or traumatize 

your sense of smell with a few well-chosen words. What 
of that mysterious woman, spotted once on a street long 
ago, wearing Chanel #5? What about your favorite 
bakery and its scrumptious one-of-a-kind croissants and 
perfectly brewed coffee? Then there’s the awful trudge 
down the convalescent hospital’s hallway, with too much 
industrial cleanser and too many incontinent patients, as 
you visited your dying father? 
 
Once, as a hospice chaplain, I grasped the hand of a 
woman dying from cancer while a nurse tended to the 
patient’s tumor. The cruel, tumor-as-beast had erupted 
from the body, out of control and wrecking flesh. The 
nurse had warned me. The wound was gruesome, all 
rotted flesh, the stench of death on death’s worst day. I 
held on to her hand. I prayed. I hugged the patient, 
repelled by the odor and yet desiring to support her. Let 
skin be cleansed and soul be blessed . . . as much as was 
humanly possible. 
 
Once I schemed with a church’s worship team to add 
fragrance to communion. Hours before the morning 
service began, several folks lugged in their electronic 
bread makers, tucked them into the room’s corners and 
flipped the “on” switches. By the time worshippers 
arrived, the sanctuary had filled with a robust, yeasty 
scent. The nose knows! As we sang Let us break bread 
together, our bodies were on high alert. A ritual had 
become sensual. 
 
Mary—as servant, friend and follower—gently rubbed 
Jesus’ feet. “The house,” the Gospel writer scribed, 
“filled with the fragrance of the perfume.” 
 
We confront, on the path of Lent, life and death. We 
experience unequal portions of grace and lust. We 
witness delight and can never avoid the decay. We touch 
warm mercy and 
cruelty that burns. We 
taste sweet truth and 
bitter deceit. Along 
the route that batters 
and bolsters our faith, 
may we embrace the 
whole and holy world. 
 
Take a deep breath . . . 

~ Larry Patton 
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Thoughts, readings and reflections  
based on this week’s lectionary readings 

 
December 20, 2015  
Fourth Sunday of Advent 
 

The readings this week: 
◦ Micah 5:2-5a ◦ Luke 1:47-55  
◦ Hebrews 10:5-10 ◦ Luke 1:39-45, (46-55)  

First Christian Church of Puyallup (Disciples of Christ) 

Stretching Toward Sunday 

 
March 13, 2016  
Fifth Sunday in Lent, Year C 
 

The readings this week: 
◦ Isaiah 43:16-21 ◦ Psalm 126 
◦ Philippians 3:4b-14 ◦ John 12:1-8  

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=122
http://www.larrypatten.com/2013/03/05/the-fragrance-of-faith/


Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading: Isaiah 43:16-21 
 

Does God change?  What is God’s command to the 
people in verse 18? How do we know when we or 
someone else is “dwelling on the past”? How do we move 
out of that mindset into the here and now? How do you 
feel about change? What is your first response when your 
boss says there is something coming along “new” in 
relation to your computer system or processes at work? 
How do you react when you hear that there is a new 
iPhone (or whatever phone) coming out? How is new 
both exciting and frustrating? How do you think the 
people felt about God saying He was doing a new thing? 
How do you think the people in Jesus’ day reacted to the 
“new” way they would be relating to God? What changes 
did they undergo in the way they practiced their faith? 
How do you feel when it is announced that there is 
something new about to happen at church? First Baptist 
Summit 

____Psalm Reading: Psalm 126 
 

What do you do when you are filled with joy?  This is a 
song of celebration by the exiles who returned to Zion. 
What emotions do you see expressed throughout this 
psalm?  What imagery is used in verses 1-2 to describe 

the joy the writers feel?  
How do verses 4-6 reflect a 
balance between cause and 
effect?  How are sadness 
and joy intertwined?  The 
Israelites give God the 
credit for the "great things" 
that have happened. How 
do you do with giving God 
the credit?  When do you 
feel inhibited about freely 
expressing your joy?  Quiet 
Time Bible Study, InterVarsity 
Press 

 

____3rd Reading: Philippians 3:4b-14  
 

Why do you think we are tempted to start with ourselves 
when seeking “wholeness?”  What are some of the 
problems with looking inside ourselves for the answers?   
Why do you think Paul cites his religious background? 
Isn’t this being boastful? With whom does it give him 
credibility?   He calls these elements of his religious 
background “loss” and “rubbish”. How can his righteous 
upbringing be considered “loss” rather than just “rubbish”?  
What two kinds of righteousness does Paul talk about? 
What are the differences?  What did Paul mean by 
“becoming like him in his death” in verse 10?  What sorts 
of things tend to draw you away from Christ?  Why do we 
tend to base our worth as Christians on our performance?  
Explain Paul’s goal in verse 14. How can it also be our 
goal?  Redeemer Lutheran Church 

 
____4th Reading: John 12:1-8  

 
If you knew for sure that you had only one week to live, 
what would you do with that week?  What motivates Mary 
to pour expensive perfume on Jesus' feet?  Judas objects to 
Mary’s extravagance. What motives and wrong thinking 
lie behind his objection?  In what ways should we be 
extravagant in our devotion to Jesus?   Quiet Time Bible 
Study, InterVarsity Press 

 
Praying Lent 
 

Father,  
it's so hard to love the world sometimes  
and to love it the way Jesus did seems impossible.  
Help me to be inspired by his love and  
guided by his example.  
Most of all, I want to accept that I can't do it alone,  
and that trying is an arrogance of self-
centeredness.  
I need you, dear God, to give me support in this 
journey.  
Show me how to unlock my heart  
so that I am less selfish.  
Let me be less fearful of the pain and darkness  
that will be transformed by you into Easter joy.  
 

Creighton University 

Journaling Lent:  Lent is a time to be intentional. It is 
more than giving up sweets for 40 days, or trying to be more 
devout. It is really a time to look seriously and intentionally at 
our lives – who we have been, who we are, and who we are 
becoming. Journaling is a way for us to embody this intention, 
because it gives us an environment for delving deeply into the 
bottomless well of our souls. Each week during Lent, take the 
time to use the journal as a spiritual practice for looking into 
the wonder you embody.  
 

Week 5 - Obedience 
Obedience feels too controlling – too manipulative. It 
feels as though some unseen external force is requiring of 
us what we do not want to give. We want to avoid such 
constriction, restriction. We want freedom and self-
determination. But obedience is not the task-master that 
we fear it is. Obedience allows us to nurture and deepen 
what is best in our lives. It creates space for us to become 
truly proficient, fully expert in those things that can make 
us more complete as human beings. Lent invites us to 
attempt obedience as a way to penetrate that which we 
value most in our lives. Take time this week to explore 
what could grow in your life by your willingness to be 
obedient.  
 

Journaling Questions 

What would obedience look like if I were to embrace it 
without fear?  

· In my work? · In my family?  · In my community?   
· In my soul?                                        explorefaith.org 
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