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1 Kings 21:1-10, 15-21a; Psalm 5:1-8; Galatians 2:15-21; Luke 7:36-8:3
Anthony deMello in his collection The Heart of the Enlightened
 tells the story of a man named Samuel who didn’t have the patience and presence of mind to find out if Jesus’ maxim in today’s gospel might prove true:  that those who have been “forgiven more” will love more in return.

“Samuel was depressed—and who wouldn’t be, since his landlord had ordered him out of his apartment and he had nowhere else to go.  Suddenly the light dawned.  He could live with his good friend Moshe.  The thought brought Samuel much comfort, until he was assailed by another thought:  ‘What makes you so sure that Moshe will put you up at his place?’ 

“’Why wouldn’t he?’ said Samuel to the thought, somewhat heatedly.  ‘After all, it is I who found him the place he is living in now; and it was I who advanced him the money to pay his rent for the first six months.  And I forgive all that imposition.  Surely the least he could do is put me up for a week or so when I am in trouble.’  That settled the matter until after dinner, when he was once again assailed by the thought:  ‘Suppose he were to refuse?’

“’Refuse?’ echoed Samuel.  ‘Why in God’s name would he refuse?  The man owes me everything he has.  It is I who got him his job, it is I who introduced him to that lovely wife of his, who has borne him three sons he glories in.  Will he grudge me a room for a week?  Impossible!’  That settled the matter until he got to bed and found he couldn’t sleep because the thought came back to say:  ‘But just suppose he were to refuse.  What then?’

“This was too much for Samuel.  How could he dare refuse? he thought, his temper rising.  ‘If the man is alive today it is because of me.  I saved him from drowning when he was a kid.  Will he be so ungrateful as to turn me out into the streets in the middle of winter?’  But the thought was persistent.  ‘Just suppose…’  Poor Samuel struggled with it as long as he could.  
“Finally he got out of bed around two in the morning, went over to where Moshe lived, and kept his finger pressed against the doorbell button until Moshe, half asleep, opened the door and said in astonishment, ‘Samuel!  What is it?   What brings you here in the middle of the night?’

“Samuel was so angry by now that he couldn’t keep himself from yelling, ‘I’ll tell you what brings me here at this hour of the night!   If you think I’m going to ask you to put me up even for a single day, you’re mistaken.  I don’t want to have anything to do with you, your house, your wife, or your family.’  And with that he cursed his former friend, turned on his heel, and walked away.  All prompted by the power of doubt and lack of grace.”
What is really going on here?  We laugh at the story, preposterous as it sounds, but I can assure you that this kind of thing really happens.  The only thing that Samuel did not do on top of all of this (at least at the point the story ends) was to run around and tell everyone who would listen what a bum Moshe was!  Then it would have been even more true to life.

A sad truth emerges.  Perhaps when one does not truly believe in mercy, it is a much harder grace to receive…

And another truth follows on its heels, both from this story as well as Jesus’ response to both sinners and the righteous in today’s gospel and in many other gospel passages:  the self-righteous human heart commits the greatest sin of all.  The sin that is hardest to root out and ask forgiveness for, because it is so very blinding.
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Both Samuel in our story and the Pharisee in the gospel reading each seem to be, using Mark Twain’s phrase, “a good man in the very worst sense of the word.”

Well, as Luke tells the story, Jesus is attending a dinner party at the home of a local Pharisee.  An argument breaks out as the guests are reclining at table.  A woman of the street, weeping and in emotional distress, comes in, washes Jesus’ feet with her tears, dries them with her hair, kisses them, and then anoints them with costly perfume.

The Pharisees are appalled. Jesus’ dinner host is thinking to himself, “If this man was a prophet, he would have known who and what kind of woman this is who is touching him—that she is a sinner.”  In other words, if this guy was truly holy and is who he says he is, he would have a prophet’s insight and would know what kind of woman this is.  Why, he wouldn’t even let her touch him!   I mean, really, isn’t that what religion is for—you know, being able to judge between the good and the bad, the righteous and the unrighteous?

Luke is quite the story teller.  He goes to great lengths to heighten the scandalous-ness of Jesus’ defiling contact with this sinful woman.  Luke paints her actions toward Jesus in sensual, seductive colors.  And Jesus has allowed this unseemly contact.  

The Greek word for “touch” in his passage is harupto, which can mean, and likely means here, “to caress, to light a fire, to fondle.”  Obviously a kind of scandalous eroticism permeates the encounter, which heightens Jesus’ disastrous faux pas.  What can Jesus be thinking?  Is this how a prophet should behave?  On top of the fact that he also eats and drinks with this kind of people.  Talk about sin upon sin!

There are sinners who know they are sick and need a physician and there are sinners who do not know they are sick, but they are both sinners.  And Jesus, the great healer, Jesus, the great forgiver of our sins eats and drinks with both of them!
What a strange and crazy way of being holy does this Jesus bring to the religious establishment!  The kingdom he works to bring to humanity is like nothing they had ever seen, in which outsiders become insiders, in which the wretched of the earth are royalty, in which the poor will inherit the earth, and in which those who are last are made first and the first made last.  
A kingdom where the smallest coin of a poor widow accomplishes more than all the gold of the rich, with excess abounding.  A kingdom where those who try so hard to be perfect and then set themselves as better than those who know only too well their sins—are the ones Jesus chastises.

In Jesus’ coming kingdom in glory we foresee a great dinner party to beat all—the messianic banquet.  Messiah throws a great banquet, inviting Israel to come and be filled at the banquet table of the Lord.  Isaiah envisioned this great feast as a time when the poor would be welcomed to have their fill of food and drink:

Lo, every one who thirsts,

Come to the waters; 

And he who has no money,

Come, buy and eat!

Come, buy wine and milk

Without money and without price.

Jesus was accused by the Pharisees of hanging out with gluttons and winebibbers, and it is true from all accounts.  But as Jesus does so, he shows the world that he came to set us free from even the bondage of our very narrow and shallow ideas of what is religion.  He came to break down the barriers that we construct between who we conceive of as sinner and righteous.  
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His ways were foreign to the religious establishment and the traditions of the Israelites, and lest we become too snooty ourselves, his ways are foreign to us in the church.  To wit, the present state of the Episcopal/Anglican Church, where someone has to be right and someone has to be wrong, someone has to be in and someone has to be out.  
In Jesus’ Kingdom, all of the old values of right and wrong, of insiders and outsiders, of sinners or righteous are turned upside down and seen in a new light—the light of Christ.  All are welcome at Jesus’ great dinner party, where he gives his own flesh and blood.  

At the heavenly banquet, where would you be seated at that table?  Most of us here are probably like the Pharisee—good at being good.  And maybe some of us would relate to the sinful woman.  For some of us, our sin is in our lifestyle, which we might haughtily refuse to acknowledge as sinful.  For others of us our sin is in our condemnation of others’ lifestyles.  How we love to find the speck in someone else’s eye, while we carry around a log in our own.  Some of us sin in our sinfulness; others of us sin in our righteousness.

And Jesus, Praise God, eats and drinks with both kinds of sinners.  He receives with open arms the weeping, repentant sinner, and he patiently, though candidly, teaches and corrects the self-righteous person.

Bear in mind that Jesus does not deny the sin of the sinful woman, nor does he gloss over the sin of the Pharisee.  He eats with, loves, instructs, and forgives all who acknowledge their sinfulness and seek his power to heal and forgive them of their sin.
We in the Church do ourselves no favors when we are uncomfortable with soul searching and laying our sins before the cross.  When we are too proud to get real with God, we unfortunately prolong our sickness.  And I don’t mean looking at our neighbors to see how he and she might clean up their acts.  No, Jesus is calling us to look within.  
The great English Catholic G. K. Chesterton, when he was asked to submit an essay on the theme, “What’s Wrong with the Modern World?” wrote back a two-sentence article:  “What’s wrong with the World?  Me.”

Let us pray.

Most merciful God, we come to your table this morning, to eat and drink of the heavenly food of new and unending life in Jesus.   Help us to repent of our petty or not so petty judgments, and lay our sin, regardless of which side of righteousness we fall on, at the foot of the cross, where it has already been crucified with Jesus.  And then, help us, Lord, to receive the fullness of your grace and mercy by the power of your Holy Spirit, so that we can extend mercy to others.  Amen.
� Anthony deMello, The Heart of the Enlightened, 1991 (Doubleday Image), pp. 123-124, as presented in Synthesis, “Postscript,” Proper 6, June 2007.


� Isaiah 55:1


� Portions of theological and exegetical text taken from “Jesus:  Eating and Drinking with Sinners! By William H. Willimon, Pulpit Resource, Vol. 35, No. 2, Year C, 2007.





