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In thc vcry r'e ry old books of the lii'cs ol'thc .saints thc plrra^se "the odour of sanctity" was used
to dcscribe the lir,'c ruttl/ or dcath of a special pt: rson. It did not rclcr to the incense, flowers,
candles which ntay hzn,c bcen prcscnt, nor to the stories of pcrlumcs which were reportcd after
sonlcone had dicd, but was uscd instead to explain the quality ol'that pcrson's presence; to
inrpart to the rcader sorne iclea ol'the quality of thc pcrson's holiness. It implied a quality of
holirrcss in livc which surrounded othcrs, which spread around others like a fragrant air, so
people could fccl that thcy rvere breathing it in.

-l'hc 
sense o1'snrell has a lot to clo rvith brcathing. It is thc rnost primitive of our senses, the

carl icst to dcvclop. t lrc rnosl cvoclr l ivc.

In yourezulie.st days, snifiing thc air that surrounded you, trccomingaware ofthe usual smells and
sounds of activity in tlre ltousc, r.r'ashingnrachine, vacuunring, polish, doors opening and
closing... nothing rnuch clillercnt. until...that othcr smcll waficd overyou: the smellofcomfort,
co ntentrnent, sa fetl'.

'['he 
approach ofyour mothcr, corning lirst through sntcll, alcrtcd you to look at her face. You

may remenrbcr bcing lilied f-ronr your cot, or being carried, but sonrehow in your sub-conscious
is still an aware ness of your rnothcr as you kncw her then, and sornc faint smcll can evokc hcr
presencc lbr you.

The sensc of srnell is one o1'the first wavs in r,vhich rve make scnsc ofour world.

T'he novclist I'atrick Suskind. in his (rathcr grucsornc) book "Perfume", describes a character
wlto is quitc the opposite to the saints clf the Church, and bcaring no resemblance to irutocent
babyhood, a vile and cnrcl nran. uncaring of anyone...[][ I]-...one who has a hcightened aware-
ness of his sense ofsmell, r.r,ho is a hlcntcd gcnius ofa perfiuner in pre-revolution Paris. Suskind
describes the ability to diftbrentiate the different strands of odours present in the air...

"The air at gromd level fbrmed damp canals...a mixturc of humzur smells, water and stone, ashes
and leather, ale zmd tears, grease.. . He did not merely smell the mixture of odours, but dissected
them analytically...(then he r.vould go) to the market where the odours otthe day lingered on...
vegetables, eggs, wine, spices, cloth, shoe soles. ...He had so thoroughly smelled out this quarter
that he could f rnd his way around in it by pitch dark night." Could you??



OFFERINGS

There rva; a time once, when you were able to recognise faint changes of smell in your surrourd-
ings, can you do it norv? The sense of srnell has become less necessary to human beings, and
many of' us do not use it to its full extent. We can tell if we are near a chip shot or a curry house,
a farrnyard or a gas works, but that apart, how do we use our sense of smell?

'fhe 
sense of smell, like the sense of taste, has no defence mechanism, an odour comes to us on

our indrarm brcath. If we do not like it, we may try to block it out, but it has already reached us,
touched us. We can refuse to look at somcthing, refuse to listen, refuse to touch, but a smell
corrcs lvafiing in to our nosc cavitics before wc oarl know it is there.

ls any of this significant? Ycs, o'two human levels and one sacred.

On the ltuman lcvel, we are working in rnany oI'our Spred groups with people who have to rely
on the ir sense o1' smcll rnore than the rest of'us. Those who find it difficult to focus, those who
Iind it dilficult to idcntily or categorise thc rvorld arourd them, those who cannot see, for all those
people, the sense o1 sntcll is more essential and more significant than for the rest of us.

In order to respeot that need, and in order to givc people in that situation as much help as
possiblc, rve have to ensure that our symbols arc available to them through their sense of smell in
conjunction with thc other scnses they use.

A sy'rrlbol may seem to us to be ordourless, but lbr somc of our friends with disabilities there is
a distinctivc reaction from their sense o1' smell - or there is an absence, which in itselfhelps with
ide ntification, rvith interaction, with responsc.

In a latcr chapteq Suskind describes his charactcr's successes and failures, "he tried to distill thc
odour o1' glass, the clayey, cool, ordour ol'smooth gless, something a normal human being cannot
perccive at all... . I{e tried to distill brass, porcclain, and leather, grain and gravel, all without the
le&st success."

A synrbol, like a stone or she ll, a plate , a hat, sungla^sscs may seem to me to be obvious llom sight
and touch, but among our lriends tlicre arc somc to whom these reactions are not enoush.

fhcy need to smell.

Not necessarily to have the object thrust undcr thcir noses, but they nced extra time to interact
with it, they need to bc in touch with it in such a way that they have time to assimilate the smell of
it. or the lack of smell.

It is olten necessary to present a symbol more than once to each person so that those who need
more titne, using different senses can really recognise what we are using and can find it to be
evocative. Only when this has happened can we stir the evocation to become remembered
experiences. Smcll is part ofthe flow of human life.

If we are really trying to create a community ofequals, then there is something the rest of us carl
leam from these members ofour groups. We should all try smelling the symbol in a session.



We should all try to give ourselves more time to awaken our senses and let them work on the
symbol without the interference of our intellectual activities. Perhaps that will highlight for us
those sensory disabilities we do not know w,e have, because we find that we do not use our
senses as we should. as we could. If we used our senses more. we mav discover that it is
possible to improve our own interaction with the s1.mbol.

It is beneficial to us all on a human lcve l, that perfumes and smells be used in the activities we
provide and in the general decor ol'the Spred envionment.

It enables somc of us to identify where we are. It helps some of us to experience plcasure or
curiosity- And it helps some of us to try to re-an'akcn our dormant and under-used sense of
smcll. Do we nccd tcl?

A smell may be unnoticed in our environment, yet may entcr our subconcious and evoke a
vibrant memory. it may be invisible. rvorthless to most people, but it can bring about
wonderment, satisl'action. ideas, responscs; it can create new nuances of life.

Isn't that what God did "in thc beginning"'? Out of nothing God created our world, people,
sustenance and 'breathcd thc brcath of lilb', niaking it possible for us to livc in relationship with
him. 

'l'he 
hurnan race wzrs gilted with cverl,thing needed for fullness of life, including the sense of

snrcll!

God hes given thc senses to human beings to enable them to bc imagcs ofGod in relationship: to
see and hear ancl feel and taste r.vhat is good and beautiful and true and just. And to smell? Yes,
the scnse of smcll is more than just a warning of danger or an enticement to what is good.

A perfume comes to us on our indrawr brcatli, enters our being unknown to us, colne uninvited,
perhaps. It is part o1- the flolv of air r.vhich kceps us alive. hs unseen, unfelt, presence can
synbolise that more significant flow which is our 'true life in Christ' 1col.l, v l). who is thc 'image

of the unseen God'(cnt I, v r5). lt can symbolise the inward movement of the Holy Spirit,
bestowcd on us at llaptism, unsecn, undctcctcd, but vitally necessary for our life o1' faith.

A smell drifting into our awareness can give us inlbrmation, and it can affect our moods, our
responses. our emotions, (as aroma therapists can prove), but through all of those it can also
touch our soul, thc inner spirit, the place of peace and action, the place of relationships and
solitude, that inner s.urcturn rvhcrc r.ve knorv ourselves to be 'temples of the Holy Spirit' ( r cor 3,
v  1 6 )

Can we lezrn from our lriends how to value and use the sense of smell? Can we help each other
to consider the sense of smell as a channel ofcommurication with the thinss of God?

Let's try to use our Spred environment and our Spred symbols to enable us to live as 'fragrant

oflerings to God.'
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