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By Thomas L. Truby

Luke 7:36—8:3

“Do You See This Woman?”
When one of the village religious leaders asked Jesus to come to his home and to share in a meal I assumed he liked Jesus and would treat him with respect.  When we invite someone to our home we take their coat and hang it in the closet, offer them a choice of drinks and sometimes serve them finger food, particularly if they have come to share a meal with us.  Of course, the customs in Jesus’ day were a bit different.  If our host was well to do, as was our Pharisee in today’s story, they would have a servant wash their guests dusty feet and dry it with a towel, anoint their head with oil to moisturize their skin now dried by the hot sun and greet them with a kiss.  I suppose the kiss is the equivalent to our hand shake.  It never occurred to me that the one who invited Jesus to his table never did any of these things.  Instead of showing hospitality to Jesus, the religious leader used the occasion to “dis” him; to put him down, to put him in his place, to demonstrate his profound contempt for this upstart and popular leader who did not have the proper credentials or attitude.  
We don’t know any of this as we begin reading the text.  All we know is, “One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee’s house and took his place at the table.”  Jesus knows the cultural patterns and feels the sting of what’s happening.   He doesn’t say anything.  The religious man is revealing himself by his behavior.  
Quickly the story picks up a second thread.  “A woman in the city, who was a sinner, having learned that he was eating in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster jar of ointment.”  This is one of those incredibly packed sentences that contain far more than the obvious.  “A woman of the city” means she belongs to everyone and to no one; she is known by all and probably known by many in the biblical way.  “She is a sinner,” the despised outcast who understands hypocrisy from intimate experience.  She occupies the lowest rung on the village ladder of religiosity and is its most likely victim.  No one is more vulnerable to being stoned than she.  And if that were to happen few would care and many would say she deserved it.  

Why did she come when she heard Jesus would be going to the Pharisee’s home?  Did she know that he would be mistreated?  Did she know it from personal experience?  And why did she bring the alabaster jar of ointment?  Fancy jars of facial cream are very expensive.  My wife went to Nordstrom’s yesterday to renew her supply of facial cream and came out fuming about how much she spent and how it came in this fancy jar that she didn’t need or want.  Choosing not to get alarmed, I didn’t ask how much it was.  How is it that a woman of the street can come up with such lavish offering?  (Maybe she is blackmailing some poor victim.  It’s the gossiper in me that made me say that.)

In those days when folk ate at table they didn’t sit on chairs.  They sat on pillows on the floor with their feet stretched out behind them.  During these meals other people would be in the room too since the “wise leader” allowed the public to sit on the floor against the walls and listen to the conversation.  This explains the phrase, “to sit at the feet of the wise.”
So in comes this woman who “stood behind him at his feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet with her tears and dry them with her hair.  Then she continued kissing his feet and anointing them with the ointment.”  I want you to identify with Jesus.  How do you feel as you picture this scene in your imagination?  Are you feeling a little uncomfortable?  I am.  If this were happening to me I don’t know what I would do.

Apparently the religious leader was also feeling uncomfortable and more than that, he was feeling scandalized.  This was “grossing him out!”  It wasn’t right and it certainly wasn’t religious and it was happening in his house!  It was bad enough having this kind of woman here but her behavior was way beyond the limits of decency.  In his disgust he forget to worry about saying the right thing and mutters, “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what kind of woman this is who is touching him—that she is a sinner.”
Jesus overhears him and decides to speak up.  “Simon, I have something to say to you.”  Jesus calls him “Simon.” He claims absolute equality with him even though he knows Simon looks down his nose at Jesus.  Simon, now driven by curiosity wonders what Jesus will say.  Is this a special message just for Simon?  

Simon’s veneer of politeness returns.  “Teacher,” he replied, “speak.”  Do you see the hypocrisy?  
Jesus then tells his story about the cancelation of debt to two debtors who owe differing amounts.  Then he asked Simon which of the two will love the one who forgave him the most.  Sensing a trap, the religious man answers cautiously, “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.”  “Right, you got it!”  “Then turning toward the woman, he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman?”  
Do you see this woman; not this prostitute, not this sinner, not this street walker; this woman?  He treats her with dignity and human respect.  The Pharisee thought Jesus would be saying something that confirmed how Jesus saw him in all of his wisdom and righteousness but instead he draws the Pharisee’s attention to this woman who the religious person has despised and dismissed.  
Jesus goes on.  “I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has bathed my feet with her tears and dried them with her hair.  You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet.  You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment.”

This woman is in real relationship with Jesus, with life and with herself.  She is in touch with her feelings and willing to express them.  She is not pretending, nor defending herself, nor hiding the depth of her need and her gratitude.  She knows something about Jesus that this religious man does not know.  She has eyes that see beneath the surface and beyond popular public opinion.  She is being real!  Jesus, seeing her soul, publicly announces, “I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven.”  I think it was her capacity to be authentic that moved Jesus.
Life is about relationship, connection, humanness—just being people in our brokenness, need and pain; in our joys and our sorrows—sharing life with each other and supporting each other as we are able.  We have had a lot of that in these last two weeks.  

For Laura and me it began in Chapel Hill, North Carolina.  We went to the Theology and Peace Conference where the year’s theme was “Lynching, Scapegoating and Actual Innocence.”  It was powerful, real and about race relations in America.  Two out of the three main speakers were African-American and they, with firm but forgiving hearts, showed us our history.  Many of us were in tears.  The white speaker confessed to being a racist and showed how an Episcopal family in Connecticut became the second wealthiest family in America through importing slaves.  They captured them in Africa and then shipped them west from slave forts.  Through video we saw one of the forts and noted the chapel was build above the basement where they housed the slaves in chains.  We discovered that prior to shipping, they baptized them.  How could they do all of this in the name of Jesus?  The issue became more current when we discovered how many people of color we now have stashed in our prisons and how disproportionate their number in relation to our total population.  The whole thing was real and we were in real relationship to the African-Americans that are part of our group.  
And then we were in real relationship this week when all of us were horrified and crying with each other as we heard about Jeri’s thirteen year old grandson who died in an unsuccessful attempt to imitate the Great Houdini.  The tragedy of it is almost beyond bearing.  Our naked humanness and vulnerability has been exposed and all we can do is stand with each other and hold each other up and in prayer.  We could not have prevented it.  We didn’t know it would happen.  But we love each other and we comfort each other with the kindness Jesus shows this woman.  And we know that when Jesus did this he was showing us the face of God. God is like Jesus!
And then there was the saga around our Jonathon and his struggle with himself and the community.  Jonathon’s behavior has made us a bit afraid particularly in view of all the angry young men who have taken to violence as a form of self expression in the last few years.  And by the way, Jonathon called me on Tuesday night and asked me to convey two messages to you this Sunday.  First, he asked that we all pray for Brandy and him and second that we would not listen to all the rumors about him nor gossip.  I told him I would share that with you.  
I took the initiative to call Jonathon Tuesday morning because I did not want him to feel cut off or caste out of this community—and he is not.  He is one of us and we still love him.   In fact, our love may take the form of establishing appropriate boundaries for everyone’s protection. 
This is real community!  Real relationship!  It is raw and emotional and powerfully impacts those of us who have the strength to engage it.  It is similar to the kind of community Jesus experienced and engendered as he traveled through the hinterlands of Judea.  We see this in the text that ends our morning’s gospel:

Jesus went on through cities and villages, proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God.  The twelve were with him, as well as some women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities:  Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, and Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them out of their resources.

Jesus asks us; do you see this woman?  She is your sister!  Amen. 
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