Luke 7:36-50

36One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee’s house and took his place at the table. 37And 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. 38She stood behind him at his feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet with her tears and to dry them with her hair. Then she continued kissing his feet and anointing them with the ointment. 39Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw it, he said to himself, “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.” 40Jesus spoke up and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” “Teacher,” he replied, “Speak.” 41“A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. 42When they could not pay, he canceled the debts for both of them. Now which of them will love him more?” 43Simon answered, “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.” And Jesus said to him, “You have judged rightly.” 44Then turning toward the woman, he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? 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. 45You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet. 46You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment. 47Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; hence she has shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.” 48Then he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 49But those who were at the table with him began to say among themselves, “Who is this who even forgives sins?” 50And he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.” 
Galatians 3:21-29

21Is the law then opposed to the promises of God? Certainly not! For if a law had been given that could make alive, then righteousness would indeed come through the law. 22But the scripture has imprisoned all things under the power of sin, so that what was promised through faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe. 23Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith would be revealed. 24Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we might be justified by faith. 25But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, 26for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. 27As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 28 There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. 29And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise. 
The Jesus I Never Knew:  A Revolution of Grace
After considering Jesus’ teachings in the Beatitudes and on the Sermon on the Mount, PhilipYancey in his book, “The Jesus I Never Knew,” moves to looking at stories of encounters Jesus had with folks in the Gospels.  And he notices a couple of patterns that seem to confirm Jesus’ emphasis of “the Great Reversal” that we spoke about a couple of weeks ago when we discussed the Beatitudes.  That reversal can be summarized in Jesus’ statement that “many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.”  One of these patterns is that the more unsavory the characters, the more at ease they seemed to feel around Jesus.  Folks like a hated Samaritan social outcast, a military officer of the tyrant Herod, and a tax collector who cheated his own people and collaborated with the Romans.  In contrast, Jesus couldn’t seem to get along with many of the more respectable types.  The religious leaders found him to be uncouth and worldly.  A wealthy young man walked away shaking his head when Jesus told him to give away all that he had.
Yancey makes a rather unsettling observation.  Today, churches – in our country, at least – seem to have undergone a reversal of that reversal.  Today our churches tend to attract the respectable types who closely resemble the people who were most suspicious of Jesus on earth.  Yancey relates a story of a friend who works with the down and out in Chicago.  A prostitute came to him in terrible condition: homeless, health problems, without money to buy food for herself and her baby, and she proceeded to tell the man the most sordid details of her life of a drug addict.  The man could hardly bear hearing her story and didn’t know quite what to say.  He finally asked the woman if she’d ever thought of going to a church for help.  “Church!” the woman cried with a look of pure astonishment.  “Why would I ever go there?  They’d just make me feel worse than I already do!”
Yancey states:

Somehow we’ve created a community of respectability in the church.  The down-and-out, who flocked to Jesus when he lived on earth, no longer feel welcome.  How did Jesus, the only perfect person in history, manage to attract the notoriously imperfect?  And what keeps us from following in his steps today?

It’s interesting; Yancey strives to answer that first question about who Jesus socialized with and why during his time.  But except for a footnote, he never quite answers the question of why the church and its ministries look so different today.  We’ll consider that question in a few moments, but first let’s look at why Jesus was so attractive to the outcasts.
Table fellowship was a big deal in Jesus’ time with strict rules of etiquette, and the Gospels mention eight occasions when Jesus accepted an invitation to dinner.  Three were normal social occasions among friends, but the other five defied all rules of social propriety.  One was in the home of Simon the Leper.  In Palestine, stern laws enforced the stigma against leprosy, which back then included any of various skin diseases: the afflicted had to live outside city walls and shout, “Unclean!” when anyone approached.  Yet Jesus ignored those rules and reclined at the man’s table.  To make matters worse, during the course of the meal, a disreputable woman poured expensive perfume on Jesus’ head.  Contact with any woman in public was not permissible, much less a woman who was unclean and a sinner.  According to Mark’s Gospel, Judas Iscariot left the meal in such disgust that he went straight to the chief priests to betray Jesus.
Today’s Gospel lesson was a similar scene.  However, instead of Simon the Leper, the meal was in the home of Simon the Pharisee.  Again a woman of ill-repute anointed Jesus and bathed and wiped his feet with her tears and her hair.  This Simon was taken aback by the indiscretion.  He thought to himself, “If Jesus was really a prophet, he’d know what kind of woman this is!”  In Jesus’ searing reply, we can begin to understand why he preferred the company of “sinners and tax collectors” over the leading citizens: 

You didn’t show me the common courtesy of providing water for my feet, a kiss of greeting, nor anointing my head, but this woman has used her own tears and hair to wash my feet, which she hasn’t stopped kissing and anointing.  Because she has shown great love, her sins are forgiven.  But for the one who loves little, little is forgiven.
Twice Jesus ate in the homes of the despised tax collectors, surprisingly at his own request.  One was in the home of Levi, who he met in the very act of collecting the hated taxes.  He told the crowd at that time, “It’s not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.”
So why did Jesus make one group, the outcast sinners, feel so comfortable, but make the good, pious folks so uncomfortable?  There’s one incident that gives some insight into that question.  A woman was caught in the very act of adultery.  The religious leaders brought her to Jesus to decide her punishment, hoping to trap him in a conflict between morality and mercy.  Instead, Jesus knelt and paused; he wrote on the ground with his finger for a few moments; and then finally he said, “Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”  After they had all slowly slunk away, Jesus turned to the woman and said, “Has no one condemned you?”  She said, “No one, sir.” Jesus told her, “Then neither do I condemn you.  Go your way, and leave you life of sin.”  Yancey states:
This tense scene reveals a clear principle in Jesus’ life: he brings to the surface repressed sin, yet forgives any freely acknowledged sin.  The adulteress went away forgiven, with a new lease on life; the Pharisees slunk away, stabbed to the heart.  Perhaps prostitutes, tax collectors, and other sinners responded to Jesus so readily because at some level they knew they were wrong and to them God’s forgiveness looked very appealing.  As C. S. Lewis has said, “Prostitutes are in no danger of finding their present life so satisfactory that they cannot turn to God; the proud, the greedy, the self-righteous, are in that danger.

Because of the laws on being clean and ritual defilement, Jewish society in Jesus’ day was, in effect, a caste system.  Of course, women and children were in the lower classes, and those who violated the cleanness standards were lower still: those with disease, physical deformities or defects, the mentally imbalanced, Gentiles.  Jesus appeared in the midst of this religious caste system with no qualms about socializing with anyone: children, sinners, Gentiles.  He touched or was touched by all kinds of “unclean” folks, ignoring the rules of ritual defilement.  Jesus violated the mores of his time in every single encounter with women.  He freely associated with them, teaching some as his disciples.  As we noted earlier, he accepted a prostitute’s anointing with gratitude.
For the oppressed people of his day, Jesus turned the accepted wisdom upside down.  The Pharisees believed that touching an unclean person polluted the one doing the touching.  But when Jesus touched a person with leprosy, it wasn’t Jesus who became unclean; instead it was the leprous person who became clean.  In word and deed, Jesus proclaimed a radically new gospel of grace: to get clean one didn’t need to journey to Jerusalem, offer sacrifices, and undergo purification rituals.  All a person had to do was follow Jesus.
If anyone did, Jesus, himself, knew what it was like to be rejected.  His neighbors laughed at him, his family questioned his sanity, his closest friends betrayed him, and his countrymen traded his life for that of a terrorist.  He could certainly empathize with others in similar conditions.  In his own social interactions, Jesus reached out to the rejected.  He went out of his way to embrace the unloved and unworthy, the folks who don’t matter to the rest of society, to prove that even “nobodies” matter infinitely to God.  Jesus proved in person that God loves people not as a race or species, but as individuals.  Regardless of our station in life, we each matter to God.

Jesus moved the emphasis of humanity’s relationship with God from God’s holiness, God’s exclusiveness, to God’s mercy, God’s inclusiveness.  Instead of the message, “No desirables allowed,” Jesus proclaimed, “In God’s kingdom, there are no undesirables.”  By going out of his way to meet with Gentiles, eat with sinners, and touch the sick, Jesus extended the realm of God’s mercy to all.

And so while the world values success, riches and abundance, and beauty, God especially loves the poor, the suffering, and the persecuted, simply because their lives are hard, and they are especially in need of love and care.  And if we are to follow Jesus’ example, we who are more fortunate are the ones to provide God’s love and care.  Jesus challenged his followers to look at the world through “grace-healed” eyes, a world in which there are no undesirables.  

In some ways this is the flip side of Jesus’ teachings in the Sermon on the Mount that we heard last week.  Jesus taught that those who lusted in their heart had already committed adultery, those that became angry with others were standing eye to eye with murderers.  We said that to really meet the letter of the law we would have to be perfect, but that we can’t be because we’re human.  Instead, we find that everyone of us from the worst to the best is in the same condition, in desperate need of the saving grace of Jesus Christ.
This issue came up in our small group this past week, and I reiterated Jesus’ teaching that whether we actually did the deed or not that to God we were all just as guilty.  A comment was made something to the effect that, “Well, I hope that isn’t the case, because then it wouldn’t matter whether we actually did commit adultery or murder!”  But that wasn’t the intent of Jesus’ teachings at all.  He wasn’t saying that behavior doesn’t matter.  In fact, Jesus taught that our behavior matters greatly.  Our relationship with God is mirrored in the way we treat one another.  But at the same time, it isn’t our behavior that gets us accepted by God.  In God’s eyes, without the saving grace of Jesus Christ, we are all soiled with the stain of sin.  Those who know and acknowledge their sinful condition are the ones who are accepted by God, while those who believe themselves to be good - or better than others - are the ones who find themselves cross-wise with Jesus.
As uncomfortable as it is to think about, perhaps that’s a good part of the reason Jesus preferred the company of “sinners.”  Folks who feel rejected by society know only too well the differences that cause that separation.  The tax collectors knew they were cheaters and collaborators.  The prostitutes knew they acted immorally.  It made them feel unclean, and yet they knew no other life, and could see no way out.  In Jesus’ friendship, they were offered a way to become clean, a way to feel good about themselves for a change, a way to be accepted.
Many of the respectable folks, on the other hand, try hard to maintain that veneer of respectability, not wanting anyone to know their faults or hang-ups, and many times making themselves feel better at the expense of others: “at least we aren’t like the folks who do x, y, or z!”  As it turns out, there can be both an element of deception in maintaining that façade and an element of pride in comparing ourselves to others.  Both of these elements – deception and pride – stand in the way of a close relationship with Jesus Christ.  God is not fooled.  God knows us at our very core.  And God cannot abide our human pride.  God simply wants us to honestly bring ourselves as we are to him, without any pretense or veneer.  God wants us to admit our weaknesses, our failings, our human pride.  When we do that we find a loving Father who has already forgiven us, and who urges us to strive to become the person he created us to be.
Yancey sees historical reasons for how the church has evolved away from its roots of reversal:

For a while, the church worked hard to follow this [way of life], and Christians were renowned within the Roman Empire for their support of the poor and suffering.  The Christians, unlike their pagan neighbors, readily ransomed their friends from barbarian captors, and [helped folks who suffered with the plague.]  For the first few centuries, at least, the church took literally Christ’s commands to receive strangers, clothe the naked, feed the hungry, and visit those in prison.

According to church historians, this good work continued until the triumph of [the Roman Emperor] Constantine, who legalized the faith and established an official imperial church.  From that point on the church tended to spiritualize poverty and leave “welfare” to the [state].  Over time the church itself became part of the wealthy establishment.

I believe that Yancey’s generalization about churches today has obvious merit, and yet like any generalization, it is not always and everywhere true.  Yet, I do believe that too often in recent history too many churches have been the champions of morality rather than bestowers of God’s mercy.  And that understanding would tend to discourage folks who are struggling from seeking out the church for care and comfort, as we heard in our early example: Church?  Why in the world would I ever go there?
To me, this raises two critical issues that we should continually strive for as a church.  The first is to not think too highly of ourselves or take ourselves too seriously.  We, the respectable folks, need a strong dose of self-awareness.  I know in my own case there have been occasions that except for the grace of God my life could have taken a strong negative turn.  And it’s exactly that: because of the grace of God that we are where we are today and not struggling among the outcasts.  We need to continually strive to open ourselves to God’s penetrating light to root out any pride or deception about our respectability within ourselves.  

The second is that we need to continually strive to see others through grace-healed eyes, loving others rather than judging them, understanding that just because we may have more physical and psychological resources, in God’s eyes everyone is the same.  As persons with resources, we enter into relationship with those who are less fortunate from a position of power.  It is our responsibility, therefore, to be the ones to initiate acts of love, mercy, and caring.  In other words, it is our responsibility to be Christ’s church.  We heard in Pauls’ words today:
There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.

May it be so.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 
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