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Engaging the Senses, Communing with the Divine

My four year old daughter Libbie has recently been learning about the five senses at preschool. Coming
home in the evenings to recount all the ways in which we interact with the world, via a Mr. Potato Head
diagram of course: sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell. While all the senses are useful, engaging, even
captivating, for some reason Libbie has become absolutely fixated and fascinated with our sense of smell.
Constantly asking me, “what’s that smell?” When I come into her room to tuck her in at night after
putting on my face cream. When I cook a new dish, with aromatic spices, that fill our home with new
scents. Or, her favorite, when one of her brothers is in need of a diaper change. Libbie demands, “what’s
that smell?” As if every smell is uniquely discernable and identifiable in the same way to each and every
person, often leaving me to answer her, “I don’t know Libbie, what is it?” And, while Libbie’s fascination
may seem unique to a small child learning to navigate the world. Smell, like our other senses, plays a
unique and important role in how we live, and move, and have our being in this world. Certain smells can
alert us to danger or become a warning, think something akin to the pungent smell of her brother's dirty
diaper. And, other smells can let us know when we are safe and can let down our guard, which is why the
aroma of a burning fire is universally associated with the feeling of comfort and relaxation. Scent can also
allow us to recall memories, like the smell of evergreens at Christmas, or freshly cut grass in the summer.
It can even connect us to one another, which is why the smell of a new born baby is so intensely
wonderful, especially to sleep deprived postpartum mothers.

I would gather many of us have scents and smells we hold dear, maybe ones we try to capture in a candle
or perfume and use in our homes or on our skin. I can remember as a child whenever we would visit my
grandmother’s home in Roanoke Rapids, as soon as we would near the vicinity of the town’s paper mills,
and the scent of sulfur (think rotten eggs) would begin to waft through the air, I would immediately
demand my parents roll down our car windows so that I could more fully and deeply breath in the scent I
lovingly (if not ironically) associated with my beloved grandmother. While my parents, and really any
normal person, found the smell off-putting, if not completely repulsive, I found it comforting, inviting,
and reminiscent of the woman who I associate with every good thing in this world.

On our last Sunday in Lent, before we make our way to Jerusalem on Palm Sunday with the crowds who
will wave Jesus in on his donkey, only to turn around and condemn him on Good Friday, we first find
Jesus here, at dinner with his disciples and beloved friends. In the midst of their festivities, in celebration
of Jesus’ miraculous resurrection of Lazarus, as Martha hosts and serves those gathered, Mary appears at
the feet of Jesus. Sitting in front of her Lord, her teacher, her friend, and dousing his feet with expensive
perfume. Filling the room with fragrant aroma, infusing his skin with aromatic oils, even soaking her hair
as she wipes away the greasy excess, allowing the beautifully pungent fragrance of the nard to assault the
senses of all those present. Immediately warranting “Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was
about to betray him),” to demand, “‘Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the
money given to the poor?’” Jesus in turn replying, "Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep
it for the day of my burial. You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me."



There is this sense in our human experience that has in many ways infiltrated our Christian
understandings and faith in unfortunate and sometimes unhelpful ways, that we are to oppose the body.
Even more so to regard our embodied experiences as the cause or at least a symptom of our “inherent
sinful nature.” Moving us to ignore, disregard, and even reject all the beauty and gifts that come from our
experience as embodied beings. Beings created in the image and nature of God, to see, hear, touch, taste,
and smell. Because of the fact that within our lives, we, or others, may have neglected to treat these senses
with the sacred respect, honor, and gratitude they deserve. Instead, regarding them as inherently linked to
hedonism or debauchery, or worse to abuse and pain. Disallowing and negating us from being able to
experience our embodied lives as the privilege and gift that our Creator, our God, intended them to be. As
we were created in the image and nature of the Divine. An image and nature that has been ordained by
God from the beginning as good and very good.

As Mary comes to kneel before Jesus, she uses her entire embodied person to be present to him within the
space and time they have before them. Lavishly pouring the fragrant perfume over the entire surface of
his feet, the scent so strong it reaches beyond the sense of smell, so that you can almost taste it. Using not
only her hands to anoint him, but her hair as well, in order that she might wipe away the dirtied oil from
his wearied soles. Beholding him before her as she looks into his eyes, and takes it all in. Listening to the
words’ he utters in acknowledgement and admiration for her actions.

The interaction between Mary and Jesus reminds us that we are embodied persons. Which also means we
are fragile, fleeting, finite creatures, bound within a specific space and time. And, as we see in the
compassionate exchange between Mary and Jesus, or the excitement of a four year old discovering how
our senses ground and connect us, this is our sacred gift! And, it is our call, to lean into our own finite,
fleeting, fragile human condition as beautifully and sacredly embodied persons. Allowing us, like
worship, to use our sense of taste, smell, touch, sight, and sound to be present to the Divine and commune
with one another in our daily life. What would it mean for us to live in this way? In a way in which our
whole selves, our lives, our moments, our senses became like our prayer. Responding to the Divine within
each moment, each person, each part of this creation, in and through our ability to be fully present. By say
looking into the eyes of the person we love, or even more the person we don’t. Listening to the stories of
those whose voices beacon and need to be heard. Sharing in the delectable comfort and joy of a warm
meal with friends, family, and those in need. Reaching out and holding hands when words escape us. Or,
breathing deep the smells that allow us to be grounded in the beauty of a moment that our Creator has
gifted us with. Remembering that as my favorite blessing from the Swiss Philosopher Henri-Frédéric
Amiel goes, “we do not have much time to gladden the hearts of those who we make the way with. So, be
swift to love, and make haste to be kind.” And may the blessing of your embodied person allow you to be
with one another, with creation, and with the Divine in this and every moment. Amen.


