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 Most of the time when I’m in San Francisco, my sense of smell is about warnings.  
“Watch where you’re stepping,” my nose tells me.  I smelled that message a couple time this 
week walking between Davies Symphony Hall and the Civic Center BART station. 

 But on the preceding weekend, the message was very different.  I was at Lake 
Merritt, participating in the walk around the lake that served as the closing to the Climate 
Change rally that was held there.  I was in the group that was walking around the lake 
clockwise, and somehow ended up at the head of the group – long legs, maybe.  Halfway 
around the lake, we met up with the counterclockwise group that was led by a group that is 
reclaiming an Aztec spirituality, a spirituality that honors the earth.  When our groups met, 
the group of neo-Aztecs offered a prayer ritual that invoked the six directions – east, west, 
south, north, up, and down – with dancing, chanting, drumming, and burning incense. 

 Though allergies have hit me hard this spring, the incense did not aggravate them 
(the way sometimes perfumes do).  If fact, the incense cut through the stuffedness of my 
nose.  And the message my sense of smell sent me was not a warning.  It was an invitation, 
an invitation to prayer.  I joined with this group in recognizing the sacredness of the earth, 
our environment that is simultaneously the dwelling place of God and that dwells in God.  
And I thanked God for all those around the globe who are working to mitigate the impacts 
of climate change – for the sake of humanity and for the sake of all living creatures. 

 If you were to rank the five sense, I suspect most of you would put sight and hearing 
on the top of the list, probably in that order.  In other words, smell would not be, I would 
guess, at the top of your list.  I’m not sure if such a ranking is universal or a product of our 
culture.  I notice that we have developed equipment to help correct deficiencies for sight 
and hearing:  glasses and surgeries for vision limitations; hearing aids and Cochlear 
implants for hearing limitations.  We’ve build devised to augment sight and hearing:  
microscopes and telescopes to see the minute and the far away; infrared goggles that 
“translate” light waves we can’t see into wavelengths we can see; stethoscopes to listen to 
hearts and lungs and bowels; hydrophones to listen to listen underwater. 

 I can’t think of any devise we’ve created to augment smell – or taste or touch.  One of 
you might know of something, and you can tell me about it at our Annual Meeting.  My 
point is that we seem to value sight and hearing more than smell, touch, and taste. 

 In the Bible, sight and sound are especially important in relation to God.  God 
appears as a pillar of smoke by day and a pillar of fire by night for the Hebrews who are 
escaping slavery in Egypt to see and follow.  God speaks to Jesus at his baptism and to some 
of the disciples at the transfiguration – and they hear God.  Likewise, God hears the cries of 
the enslaved and see the suffering of people. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=361195595
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=361195693
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 The God of the Bible also smells – “in both senses of the term:  God emits a 
fragrance, but more centrally in biblical texts, God inhales aromas and perceives scent.  
Specifically, God perceives the smell of sacrifices – this is mentioned some forty times in the 
Hebrew Bible.”1 

 It starts with Noah, who after the flood, burns an offering, “‘And when the Lord 
smelled the pleasing odor,’ [we read in Genesis,] God pledged to never again destroy the 
earth.  In addition to smelling Noah’s ‘burnt offering,’ God also smells incense offerings: 
over and over in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers, we read of incense.… 

 “Human beings, in an effort to get God’s attention or communicate with God, burned 
fragrant incense, and God found the incense to be a ‘soothing smell’ and accepted the 
sacrifice. 

 “This language has grabbed my attention and will not let go.  Most of the time, the 
sacrificial system of the Bible feels alien to me; praying with words has, for my entire life, 
been the main thing I do to interact with God, and it is hard for me to wrap my head around 
the logic of sacrifices.  But the language of God’s accepting a soothing smell makes a certain 
sense to me – after all, I have experience with being soothed by scent.”2  There is nothing 
like the smell of chocolate chip cookies baking in the oven to make me feel like I’m ‘home’ 
no matter where I am.  And the smell of garlic assures me that scrumptious food is on the 
way. 

 Our reading from Isaiah doesn’t seem to have anything to do with smell, but if we 
take a closer look at the Hebrew we see that it does.  This is what Isaiah 11:3 looks like in 
Hebrew. 

 

The verse is translated, “His delight shall be in the fear of the LORD. He shall not judge by 
what his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear,” in the New Revised Standard Version.  
Most other English translations say something about delighting or enjoying the fear (as in 
awe) of the Lord.  But the literal meaning of the first word in the Hebrew (and early English 
translations kept this literal meaning) has to do with smell.  So, a more literal translation 
might be, “And by his smelling in awe of the LORD, and not by [what] his eyes see, will [the 
Messiah] judge, and not by [what] his ears hear, will he decide.”3  A more vernacular way of 
putting it might be, “When the Messiah comes, this descendant of King David will sniff out 
the truth and not be deceived, so that the people who typically don’t get justice will finally 
get it.” 

 Abraham ibn Ezra, one of the most distinguished Jewish commentators and 
philosophers of the Middle Ages, said of this verse, “The ear is sometimes deceived in 
hearing sounds, which are only imaginary; the eye, too, sees things in motion, which in 

                                                      
1 Lauren F. Winner, Wearing God, (New York: HarperOne, 2015), 67. 
2 Ibid, 68. 
3 Ibid, 66. 
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reality are at rest; the sense of smell alone is not deceived.”4  And the great Protestant 
Reformer John Calvin said, “We ought to attend, first of all, to the metaphor in the verb 
smell, which means that Christ will be so shrewd that he will not need to learn from what 
he hears, or from what he sees; for by smelling alone he will perceive what would 
otherwise be unknown.”5 

 Perhaps smell is the most honest of our senses. 

 Paul, interestingly, uses smell as a metaphor for Jesus and for Christian discipleship.  
I hadn’t noticed it until I read about it in the book that has inspired this sermon series.  
Lauren Winner notes, “In his second letter to the church in Corinth, Paul wrote, ‘We are the 
aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are 
perishing; to the one a fragrance from death to death, to the other a fragrance from life to 
life.’  After the cross, after the resurrection and ascension, Jesus still emits a smell, and we, 
it seems, are it.  But while Jesus emits a distinct scent, that scent doesn’t smell the same to 
all people – or, alternately, the same scent doesn’t smell the same to the same person all the 
time.  Those who are turned toward God will find the smell of Jesus-in-us delightful; those 
who are turned away will find it noxious. 

 “On one level, Paul seems to be saying, simply, that the baptized are agents of Jesus – 
we carry information about God with us everywhere we go.  Paul could have, perhaps, 
written, ‘We are the light of Christ among those who are being saved and among those who 
are perishing,’ or ‘Our voices are the voice of Christ among those who are saved and those 
who are perishing.’  But smell is an apt metaphor for Paul to use, precisely because smell 
can convey the presence of something that is far away.  I smell bread baking the minute I 
walk through the front door, even though the source – the load in the oven – is in the 
kitchen;  the smell tells me the loaf is there somewhere.  So, too, the Source of whatever 
goodness the baptized do and are is [at least, not obviously present] – but the goodness 
insists that the Source is there somewhere.”6 

 This portrait of God as one who smells and emits smells “may appear to be just a bit 
of quirky anthropomorphism, but it is in fact a ritual shorthand for God’s intimate and close 
connection with us. 

 “To describe God as one who smells – as one who enjoyed the smell of all that 
incense – is to imply something about God’s emotional life.  It turns out that, of all our 
sensory perceptions, smell is the most directly connected to the seat of our emotions.  As 
cognitive neuroscientist Rachel Herz explains, ‘The neurological interconnection between 
the sense of smell (olfaction) and emotion is uniquely intimate.  The areas of the brain that 
process smell and emotion are as intertwined and codependent as any two regions of the 
brain could possibly be.’  Both smell and emotion are located within the limbic system.  The 
amygdala – ‘the brain’s locus of emotion,’ without which we can neither remember nor 
express emotion – becomes activated when we perceive a scent.  ‘No other sensory system 

                                                      
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid, 77-79. 
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has this kind of privilege and direct access to the part of the brain that controls our 
emotions.’”7 

 Winner writes, “Scents can help calm people when they are separated.  
Psychologists call this ‘olfactory comfort.’  This is why women sometimes sleep in their 
beloved’s clothing when the beloved is away.  Smelling someone’s scent can infuse you, the 
smeller, with a sense of security.  (Having observed that a child feeling intense separation 
anxiety was reassured by a garment with his mother’s smell, a nurse in Minnesota invented 
a soft shirt that could be easily converted into a blanket.  The idea is that mom would wear 
the shirt next to her skin for a few hours before heading off to work or out on a date, and 
baby, now wrapped in her scent, will be less hysterical when she steps out the door.)  
Mothers whose children have left for college report going into their old bedrooms, closing 
the door, and inhaling the smell as a way of feeling close to their absent kids.”8 

 As I read Winner’s words, the closing scene from the movie Brokeback Mountain 
came to mind.  Actually, two scenes that I had mixed together in my memory into one, came 
to mind.  They’re the final two scenes of the movie.  The movie came out long enough ago 
that I should set up the video of the second to last scene, the one that’s important to this 
sermon.  The movie is about two young men, Ennis Del Mar and Jack Twist.  They meet 
when they get jobs as back-country sheep herders on Brokeback Mountain.  The strangers 
become friends and eventually become lovers.  Unable to deal with their feelings for each 
other, they part ways at the end of the summer.  Years go by, and they each settle down, 
Ennis in Wyoming with his wife and two girls, and Jack in Texas with his wife and son.  Still 
longing for each other, they meet back up, for periodic “fishing trips.” 

 Tragedy strikes when Jack dies – in an accident or a gay bashing, it’s not clear which.  
Ennis finds out about the death from Jack’s wife and is directed to go to Jack’s parents to get 
Jack’s ashes to scatter them on Brokeback Mountain.  Jack’s mother invites Ennis to go up 
to Jack’s childhood bedroom. 

[see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wwE7qkkri-U]  

 “Absence, it seems, haunts smell.  The profound work smell does on and for us 
presumes absence.  People separated by time and space – the baby longing for his mother, 
the mother pining for the children who have left her empty nest – are reconnected through 
smell.  Smell keeps us close to one another in our absence.”9 

 I can’t help but wonder, when we wander away from God, “is this what our absence 
feels like to God?  Is our absence, our being far off and ignoring God, our remaining at a 
distance, our remaining so far away – is this absence not philosophical and abstract, but 
grievously real and present to God?  Is God undone by grief?  Is that the context in which 
God receives the scent of our prayers?”10 

                                                      
7 Ibid, 69-71. 
8 Ibid, 71-72. 
9 Ibid, 81. 
10 Ibid, 82. 
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