The Sinful Woman
In 1973 Karl Menninger wrote these words in his book “Whatever Became of Sin?”  “In all of the laments and reproaches made by our seers and prophets, one misses any mention of “sin,” a word which used to be a veritable watchword of prophets.  It was a word once in everybody’s mind, but now rarely if ever heard.  Does that mean that no sin is involved in all our troubles – sin with an “I” in the middle?  Is no one any longer guilty of anything?  Guilty perhaps of a sin that could be repented and repaired or atoned for?  Is it only that someone may be stupid or sick or criminal – or asleep?  Wrong things are being done…But is no one responsible, no one answerable for these acts?  Anxiety and depression we all acknowledge; and even vague guilt feelings; but has no one committed any sin?”

I think that this speaks very clearly for the mindset of our culture. Certainly, outside the church very few people want to own up to the wrongs that they do. No one wants to be held accountable for screwing up. If something has gone wrong it must be someone else’s fault. Either that or I have a good excuse because someone did something bad to me at some point in my life so I cannot be held liable for what I have done. Or, I was not aware that I was wrong; or, I didn’t mean it the way you took it; or, This is my belief so even if it wrongs you in some way I am entitled to my belief. It is rarely heard that people say, I was wrong. 
We might call this the Fonzy syndrome. I have just dated myself and many of you will have no idea what I am talking about. But some of you will remember the T.V. show Happy Days and the character “the Fonz.” One of the unique aspects of this character was his inability to admit and verbalize that he had been wrong. He was the coolest guy around and the inference is that cool people are never wrong. There are a number of episodes devoted to him stuttering through the word to try and avoid the uncool stigma of being in the wrong on anything. To me that is sort of our culture these days. If you are cool you cannot be wrong. One can only guess where the mindset has come from. I wonder if it doesn’t come from a society that feels compelled to sue anybody if they feel they could benefit financially from that action. In order to do that we have to wipe out of our minds any feelings that we might be partly to blame for our situation and steadfastly insist that whoever was at fault is totally at fault. 
Our scripture lesson today is speaking to us on this matter of recognizing sin for what it is and then being willing to own it in our hearts and minds. The story that Luke tells is about a simple dinner party, with a twist.
For some reason one of the Pharisees has invited Jesus to have dinner with him. Now, it is fair to ask why this occurred. We know that there were some Pharisees who were admirers of Jesus and came to have faith in him. But it is not likely that this is one of those because he neglects the traditional greetings that would have been essential if this person thought Jesus was worthy. And he clearly did not think Jesus was worthy of even the smallest courtesy. It could be that this Pharisee really hated Jesus and invited him hoping that he could catch him saying or doing something that could be used to convict him in the Jewish court of Law. But it seems unlikely that this would occur. More likely is the idea that this Pharisee considered himself an elite person in society and he liked knowing what was going on around him. If there was a celebrity or someone of interest floating around the countryside he was going to get to know that person in order to assess who and what they were. Jesus was a sort of celebrity and so this guy wanted to get to know him.
In those days, when a guest entered a house three things were always done. The host placed his hands on the guests shoulders and gave him the kiss of peace. This was done to show respect and would never have been skipped if the host respected this person. Second because the roads were just dust tracks and every one walked, their feet were always filthy. So the host would order a servant to pour cool water over the guests feet to offer them relief. Finally they would either burn a small amount of incense or put a drop of perfumed oil on their guest’s head. A person who was considered to have good manners would do all of these things even if he thought he was superior to the guest.

So this Pharisee invited Jesus to dinner but was not going to extend him any courtesies because he believe himself to be superior to Jesus and wanted to make that point from the beginning.
There is also the woman to consider here. Why was she allowed in the room? Well it was customary in those days that when someone with a large home like Simon had, entertained a Rabbi, all kinds of people were allowed into the courtyard where the meal was served. They were allowed to come in and listen to the pearls of wisdom that would undoubtedly come from his lips, but they were not invited to eat. So, she was there to listen. But as she listened she began to cry because of all the things that she had done wrong in her life and she was especially aware of how much she had rebelled against God’s teachings in her life. She had heard Jesus talk about forgiveness that was available because of God’s great love for his people.

Jesus and his host were reclining as they ate. Jesus leaned on his left elbow with his feet stretching out behind him and to the side. Seeing that the common courtesies had not been given to Jesus she began to allow her tears to drip down on his feet and when they were wet she dried them with her hair. It was the mark of a loose woman that she allowed her hair to be hanging down enough to accomplish this task. When a woman was married she would bind her hair up and would never be seen in public with her hair down again. This was a woman whose life was full of sin. Then she began to kiss his feet as a sign of respect and love. And then she took a small jar of concentrated perfume that all Jewish women wore around their necks and poured it on Jesus’ feet. 

Imagine how, seeing this, happen made Simon feel. It was kind of a slap in the face because it was pointing out his lack of respect for his guest. But beyond that he didn’t feel this woman had any business correcting anything about his life. It says that Simon 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.” In other words if Jesus really were someone who was important he would not let scum like this touch him even on his feet. Simon was much to “holy” in his own mind to even have pity on this poor woman. Instead all he had for her was contempt because she had messed up in life. Jesus saw and understood what was going through Simon’s mind so he told him this story. “A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. When they could not pay, he canceled the debts for both of them. Now which of them will love him more?” Simon answered, “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.” And Jesus said to him, “You have judged rightly.” Then Jesus pointed out that Simon had neglected common courtesy and how the woman had made up for it in the most costly and demeaning way possible. 

Then Jesus says, “Therefore, 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.” 

The French mathematician Blaise Pascal once said this, “There are only two kinds of people: the righteous who think they are sinners and the sinners who think they are righteous.” I tend to think he was right. 
This story demonstrates a stark contrast between two attitudes about loving God that are polar opposites. Simon the Pharisee was not aware of any need at all for forgiveness in his life. He probably did not even believe that he was capable of sin. His impression of himself was that he was a good person before God and before people. He did not think that he had any need for God, therefore he felt no love and received no forgiveness. 

The woman however was more than aware of her need for God, she felt the need for his grace and mercy deeply. She had lived with the guilt of her decisions and the way her life had turned out. She did not try to blame someone else or the system for what she had become, she took ownership and came and wept at Jesus’ feet because of her guilt. It moved her to a deep outpouring of emotion. She was overwhelmed with love for Jesus who was the only person who could supply her need for grace and forgiveness. She loved much, and so she was forgiven much. 
What about you today? It has been said that the only thing that can shut a person off from God is the feeling of self sufficiency. When we cannot and will not acknowledge our sinfulness we cannot and will not receive God’s mercy and forgiveness. The Fonz could never know forgiveness because he could never acknowledge that he was wrong. He may have been cool but he did not know the joy of being totally and completely forgiven; he did not know the joy of being totally wrapped in the love of God.
So how do we walk into the kind of life that allows us to acknowledge that we have been wrong but we are willing to change? The first step is to begin to identify your sinfulness. One way to do this is to think about the last time you had a negative interaction with someone else. It could be a family member or it could be a coworker or a neighbor, whoever it was just bring that incident to mind. 

You know that there is nothing now that you can do to change that particular incident because it is past but you can learn some things about yourself because of it. First of all what part did you play in that situation. Relationships are a two way street and so there is no way that you were not in some way partly at fault for the way that situation unfolded. Just acknowledging that can be a beginning. But if you can begin to identify what was happening in you that made this situation come about you will begin to move toward freedom.
Next we have to recognize that not only did we wrong that individual person or persons in that interaction but we wronged God. That is what sin is. It is something that violates our relationship of trust with God. It negates God’s leadership and ownership of our lives. It separates us from relationship with the one we have invited to be our Lord. 

The really strange thing about this teaching is that Jesus infers that the better we are as people the more we will feel our sin. This is why Paul is able to say, 1 Timothy 1:15-16 “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners--of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.”
We too should be able to make the same statement, not because we think it is a noble and spiritual thing to say but because we have come know that it is indeed the truth. 

An excerpt from Max Lucado’s book the “Applause of Heaven” sums this all up rather well. “Even though by the “book” I’m guilty, by God’s love I get another chance. Even though by the law I’m indicted, by mercy I’m given a fresh start. Ephesians 2:8-9 “For it is by grace you have been saved … not by works, so that no one can boast.” No other world religion offers such a message. All others demand the right performance, the right sacrifice, the right chant, the right ritual, the right séance or experience. Theirs is a kingdom of trade-offs and barterdom. You do this, and God will give you that. The result? Either arrogance or fear. Arrogance if you think you’ve achieved it, fear if you think you haven’t. Christ’s kingdom is just the opposite. It is a kingdom for the poor. A kingdom where membership is granted, not purchased. You are placed into God’s kingdom. You are “adopted.” And this occurs not when you do enough, but when you admit you can’t do enough. You don’t earn it; you simply accept it. As a result, you serve, not out of arrogance or fear, but out of gratitude. I recently read a story of a woman who for years was married to a harsh husband. Each day he would leave her a list of chores to complete before he returned at the end of the day. “Clean the yard. Stack the firewood. Wash the windows ….” If she didn’t complete the tasks, she would be greeted with his explosive anger. But even if she did complete the list, he was never satisfied; he would always find inadequacies in her work. After several years, the husband passed away. Some time later she remarried, this time to a man who lavished her with tenderness and adoration. One day, while going through a box of old papers, the wife discovered one of her first husband’s lists. And as she read the sheet, a realization caused a tear of joy to splash on the paper. “I’m still doing all these things, and no one has to tell me. I do it because I love him.” That is the unique characteristic of the new kingdom. Its subjects don’t work in order to go to heaven; they work because they are going to heaven. Arrogance and fear are replaced with gratitude and joy.”
The message in our story today is that those who are forgiven much love much, those who are forgiven little love little. But whether a person is forgiven a lot or a little is dependant on whether they will admit they need a lot of forgiveness or just a little. 
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