LEADER’S GUIDE

DIVINE FRAGRANCE – CHANEL #5

(the woman anointing Jesus)

Mark 14: 3-9 (from The Message)

“Jesus was at Bethany, a guest of Simon the Leper.  While he was eating dinner, a woman came up carrying a bottle of very expensive perfume.  Opening the bottle, she poured it on his head.  Some of the guests became furious among themselves, ‘That’s criminal! A sheer waste!  This perfume could have been sold for well over a year’s wages and handed out to the poor.” They swelled up in anger, nearly bursting with indignation over her. 

But Jesus said, “Let her alone. Why are you giving her a hard time? She has just done something wonderfully significant for me.  You will have the poor with you every day for the rest of your lives.  Whenever you feel like it, you can do something for them. Not so with me.  She did what she could when she could – she pre-anointed my body for burial.  And you can be sure that wherever in the whole world the Message is preached, what she just did is going to be talked about admiringly.”

Introduction:

We don’t know who this Simon is – he is named “Simon the Leper’ to distinguish him from other Simons in the Gospel.  We don’t know whether Jesus is staying with him or just having a meal at his home.  But, we know enough about the Middle East and the culture of the day to picture the setting for the dinner party.  Encourage the group to use their imagination in response to these prompts:  

What does the room look like?

What sounds do you hear?

What can you smell?

What’s on the menu?  

How are people eating?

Picture the moment when the intruder arrives on the scene:

People are taken by surprise

The flow of conversation is interrupted

Gasps of disbelief echo around the room

Ripples of disapproval are obvious

All eyes are fixed on Jesus

The following observations may be helpful.

Observation 1:

A year’s wages, spent on a one-off gift … think of that!  To some in the room, this action is considered outrageous!

Some of the guests became furious among themselves, ‘That’s criminal! A sheer waste!’
Can you think of modern-day examples of people pouring out their love for God in a manner that others may regard as ‘sheer waste’?  

Why does the world hold this view?

From your understanding of his life and teaching, what are some things Jesus values most?

Leader’s Notes:

To put this into perspective, we are asked annually to consider giving a week’s wages to support the work of The Salvation Army overseas.  Discuss this.

Many of the things Jesus lived and taught were counter-cultural.  What are some of these ‘upside-down values’ and how do we live by them in our society?  

Observation 2:

This gift was not asked for or expected.  It was a spontaneous gesture from a loving and grateful heart.

Reflect:  

How do I express my love to Jesus? (note - to, not for)  

Some may like to share with the group.

Leader’s Notes:

Doing things for Jesus is not necessarily expressing love to Him – ‘to’ implies relationship and encounter.  This is time for personal reflection: some may be helped by quietness, some may like to write or it may be a good time for group prayer.  

Observation 3:

Whatever the others thought, Jesus is pleased by this expression of love and defends her actions.

‘Let her alone…’
Her love, as well as her gift, is a fragrant offering to Jesus.  

One imagines that everyone in the room smelled the fragrance too. According to Paul, those who love Jesus move through the world as ‘the fragrance of life’.

Read 2 Corinthians 2:14-16

A lovely fragrance… what does this suggest to you?

Leader’s Notes:

While this woman’s anointing of Jesus is highly appropriate in terms of his approaching death, it seems unlikely that she understood the prophetic nature of her act, given that the disciples themselves were blind to the gathering storm.  What we do see in her gift is faith, generosity, acceptance and recognition.   

Was this woman stung by the cruel criticism around her?  Was there a momentary hesitation, wondering if, after all, she had done the wrong thing – even out of love?

Jesus sees the love that prompts the giving… and is pleased to accept it! 

Here are some references about ‘smells’:

Exodus 30:7-9 and 34-38 – special fragrant blend of incense to be used ONLY in the worship of God.

Revelation 5:8 – prayers of God’s people are a fragrant offering to Him.

Thought:

Jesus said that so long as the gospel story is told, people will go on talking about this beautiful gesture…

And 2,000 years on, we still are!!
