Sermon June 13 Creationtide
Jesus At Our Table (Luke 7: 36-50)

Our national Presbyterian Church has the biennial meeting this July, up in
Minneapolis this year. There’s lots of information on the web about it on the pcusa
website. 've been able to go a few times, and I actually get a real kick out of it. As we
learned in Confirmation class, each presbytery gets to send an equal number of minister
and elder commissioners to vote on things as the voice of the church; then all the general
presbyters are there, lots of folks from the national offices, seminary and college folks,
mission workers, specialists, staff folks from many related organizations and then just lots
of folks who just enjoy the get-togethers. Ilove the opening worship service - the huge
crowd singing and taking communion - it reminds me of what the apostle Paul calls “the
great cloud of witnesses,” filling a convocation hall, great, huge choirs, flags and banners -
and usually bagpipes. Daily worship at GA is always creative and thought-provoking, too. I
love the display hall - its impossible to describe all the missions that we Presbyterians are
involved in - a huge spectrum of issues and missions and causes, and each with a booth to
tell about their good works, and buttons to give away. Of course, the commissioners are
there to think and pray and work and vote on a wide variety of issues before the church,
some of which incite more, ah, discussion, than others.

Part of the fun is that you walk the hall, eat in the cafeteria and strike up
conversations with all kinds of people. Once I got on an elevator with a chief trouble-
maker and divisive article writer in the denomination - I read his badge, and thought to
myself, “Oh my!” I've eaten with seminary presidents, presbytery execs, as well as youth
delegates from across the country; retired pastors, famous mission speakers, and a guy |
knew back in seminary who was a name-dropper even then, and still was. You see old
colleagues, catch up with what’s going on, and fellowship with folks you may vote against
the next day.

In our text today, Jesus again shows the table fellowship he’s known for, eating this
time not with tax collectors and outcasts, as he was criticized for doing, but with a Pharisee,
Simon, who obviously wants to be seen as open to Jesus and entertaining Jesus - and yet is

probably hostile to Jesus - at the least he’s not too hospitable. So Jesus sits and eats with



the ordinary rabble - and loves them and calls them to follow; Jesus also eats with the elite
and snobby, and rebukes them for their unbelief. Jesus talks to everybody. If Simon has
not been a welcoming host, not washing Jesus’ feet and even making snide remarks about
Jesus as a prophet when he lets a known hussy do it instead; then Jesus is an example of
radical hospitality, welcoming all who come to him, and eating with anyone who asks.

Our table here for communion is the table of the Lord - and we follow God’s
example in welcoming all who would come and believe. God’s table isn’t just for the rich, or
the “in” group, or those who can afford to put a lot in the offering; God’s table isn’t just for
the successful, or the good-looking, or the achievers of the world; God’s table isn’t just for
saints and righteous and well-behaved - no, God’s table is for all of us, even if we fall more
into the categories of sinners, or poorer, or down on our luck, or struggling, or hurting - or
whatever. We're all welcome to Jesus’ table; Jesus is glad to eat with us all. Thank God!

In this story today, Jesus again shows his knack for going straight to the heart of
things. While he’s eating with Simon, a woman comes in, and according to the verse here,
she’s crying hard enough over Jesus to be able to wash his dusty feet with her tears; and
not having a towel, she uses her hair. This woman'’s heart is overflowing with gratitude and
devotion. Jesus lets her do it. Then here’s Simon - “Huh - and he’s supposed to be a
prophet - he doesn’t even know that there’s a sinful woman touching him.” Now all of us
are sinful - it doesn’t mean that - in the text, it's a euphemism for a prostitute. Simon is
offended, and makes fun of Jesus.

Jesus of course, has a story to pose to Simon, about a couple guys who owed a man
money - one owed him for a $1.50 double-cheeseburger, and the other owed him for a
house down-payment. Anyway, the man tells them both to forget about it, keep it. Who's
going to be more grateful, Jesus asks? Who’s going to love the man more? Well, says
Simon, I guess the one that had more debt forgiven. Just so, says Jesus. You didn’t bother to
wash my feet, but she did - and with her tears no less. Her sins are forgiven her. She is
made whole.

It reminds me of another place where Jesus tells the supposedly holy people that
well folks don’t need a doctor, just the sick folks. There are overtones of being kind of
tongue-in-cheek, kind of going along with Simon’s self-regard, thinking of himself that he is

so much better than she is, that he’s not very sinful, that’s he’s pretty OK with God, unlike



her. Jesus is kinda poking at Simon’s sense that he doesn’t need Jesus’ help to be right with
God, that he’s already got it made. He’s kinda pushing at Simon'’s elitist thinking, kinda
making fun of, perhaps, Simon'’s sence of “holier-than-thou.” Because Jesus doesn’t really
agree with him, and Jesus really doesn’t see levels of status like that. Because, in God’s
view, EVERYBODY needs Jesus’ gospel, no one is good enough by themselves, and
especially not those who think they’re too good to believe. God'’s grace is the great leveler,
the great equalizer. The more we know our own hearts, the more we know about our
capacity to be self-deceived. Simon is actually more blind than a literal blind person; and
he’s more ignorant than the sinful woman - because he doesn’t even yet see his need, and
she does. In reality, she’s way ahead of him spiritually.

There is no distinction before God. We all need the graceful, saving words of Jesus
to lead us on the path of right relationship to God. The apostle Paul knew his own sin;
Martin Luther was keenly aware of his faults; one of our modern saints, Mother Teresa of
Calcutta confessed her own sins. Some people have a real hard time admitting - or even
seeing- their own common humanity, that is, their common frailty, mortality and defiance
of God. But before God, we’re all just folks in the same boat. Some of us with strong egos
and strong determination can make ourselves follow rules, folks like that rich young ruler
for example, who claimed to have kept all the commandments since his youth - people the
world would call good people, giving, involved, faithful to their spouses, kind to their
children, good job, diligent workers, not extravagant or wasteful - good American virtues. |
was kinda like that, did what was expected, followed the church rules and school rules -
always did what Gallant would do instead of Goofus - remember them from the Highlights
magazines? Yet we, like that rich young ruler, and like Simon the Pharisee, are revealed in
our hearts because we could not give it all to the poor and follow Jesus; or we are
prejudiced, looking down on folks as less worthy than ourselves; or we lack the love of God
that comes from knowing the depth of our forgiveness; or we are angry that things don’t go
our way - whatever, God eventually reveals us to ourselves, humbles us. Thank God.
Because then we can be restored, and our love can be full, and we can be made whole.

AMEN.



Jesus ate with all kinds of people....here he eats with Simon, a religious amn, a
Pharisee even, a prosperous man of the city, wjo evidently wants to be seen entertaining
Jesus, but doesn’t really seem to honor him or believe in him. There are 2 levels to the
story - the outside levelo, where jJESUS is a guest of Simon & the woman comes in and
washes his feet, and the inside parable about who is forgiven most...which Jeuss then
relates to Simon.

Musings about the table - my “vision” of heaven as one of my favorite times - after a
big dinner, how we sit around and talk and share, talk football or tennis or TV or
relationships or ideas or just anything that comes up - family dinners, no haste to get up -
in fact, we only reluctantly get up after a while when someone has to go home or
something. We are full, happy, related, ie fed in a lot of different ways. ....So, in my visions,
there’s a long table, a table that stretches out as far as I can see in either direction - people
from all times are seated together, food is on platters and people come out now & then to

replenish supplies.



Working Preacher

Ahab gets 7 chapters - his counterpart is Elijah the prophet. Naboth declines to give
up his divinely appointed land as a part of his tribal and familial right, tradition.

...the role of the king was to provide care and protection for those who were less
able to care for and protect themselves. And the king's task was provide land—space—for
each person to live and thrive.

..... Acting out of his own selfishness, Ahab sought to deprive a subject of his kingdom of his
God-given land, his security, and his ability to live and thrive. Ahab not only refused to
faithfully follow Yahweh; he refused to honor the God-given human dignity of his subjects.

What is Justification?

The Greek verb behind the English word "justify" is dikaioo (2:16—used three times, 2:17,
3:8, 11, 24; 5:4). The noun form, dikaiosyne, is often translated as "righteousness" (2:21;
3:6,11b, 21; 5:5).

[ remember someone once teaching me a short-cut definition of "justified": just-as-
if-I had never sinned (you must say this aloud to get the gist). While I appreciated the
simplicity of the mnemonic device, it is somewhat off base. First, justification does not
imply turning back the clock; rather, it is a full, honest reckoning of our sin for diagnostic
purposes. With any luck (and wisdom gained through experience), we will learn from our
mistakes as we move forward in our relationship with God, a right relationship that God
has trued. Second, where the quip above focuses on the individual, justification in the
Biblical sense is communal in nature. As Helmut Koester writes, Paul's God is "not
interested in righteous individuals,” but wants "to create righteousness and justice for
people, communities, and for nations.

What is Paul's Beef With "Works of the Law?"
The works of the law served as a distinctive ethnic and religious identity marker for God's
chosen people, the Jews. Now, Paul has no problem with the Law, but to understand his
stance concerning it, you must understand that he divides salvation history into three
epochs, each marked by a historical figure and a noun:

Abraham/promise Moses/Law Jesus Christ/faith

During the era of Abraham, righteousness was based on the promise. Abraham
believed God and it was reckoned unto him as righteousness (Galatians. 3:6). Since there
was no Law as of yet, Abraham's justification was patently not dependent upon the Law.
Abraham, for Paul, is the prototypical Gentile convert who is justified apart from the Law
(you can bet his Judaizing opponents disagreed thoroughly with this interpretation which
makes the father of Judaism the first Gentile convert!).

The next phase in salvation history was that of the Law as mediated by Moses. The
Law was good and it served its appropriate function, but that function was temporary (if
necessary), much like that of a pedagogue or disciplinarian (see Galatians 3:23-28).

Paul wants the Galatians to see that those of us who live in the period of Christ/faith
gain righteousness through that means and no other. It is not as if the promise or the Law
were negative in any way at all; it is simply a matter of locating ourselves accurately in the
chronology of salvation history.

The story of the silent woman who anoints Jesus' feet with her tears, dries those
same tears from his feet with her hair, kisses his feet, and anoints them with the salve she
herself brings may sound similar to stories in Matthew 26:6-13, Mark 14:3-9, and John



12:1-8. It is, however, a very different story with very different emphases. Luke's story, for
example, comes quite early in Jesus' ministry, unlike the event in the three other gospels. It
is not connected with his death by any explicit reference or by proximity in sequence. We
must look elsewhere for meaning.

One major concern of this story is established explicitly in both the external story
(verses 36-40, 42b-50) and the short parable that Jesus tells Simon (verses 41-42a). That
concern is forgiveness. In the parable of the creditor and debtors, the pair of words is
opheilo and charizomai (verses 41 twice, verse 42, and repeated by Simon in verse 43). In
the larger story, the more usual hamartia (verses 47, 48, 49) and aphiemi appear (verses 47
twice, 48, 49). The woman is also called hamartolos in verse 37.

This woman was seen, forgiven and restored to community by God through Jesus.
Whom does any community decide not to see?

[t is important to be clear that in verse 47, Jesus draws a conclusion based on the
extravagance of the woman's outpouring of hospitality and Simon's own conclusion from
the parable (that the one who would "love more" would be the one for whom greater debt
was canceled, verse 43).

PROCESS & FAITH

John Dominic Crossan and others draw attention to Jesus’ commensality, Jesus’
practice of eating with all sorts and conditions of people in order to provide an object
lesson of the radical hospitality of the messianic banquet and the commonwealth of God.
This is usually mentioned in connection with Jesus’ eating with tax collectors, prostitutes,
and other “riff-raff” sinners. But here Jesus eats with a Pharisee and his circle; even though
Jesus knows Simon is almost certainly hostile to him (in Luke’s narrative Pharisees are
always antagonistic, as contrasted, say, with John, where Nicodemus the Pharisee at least
begins to get Jesus’ message), he sits at table with him and demonstrates in his own person
God'’s gracious offer to remove barriers to relationship. The framing story shows that Jesus
manifests God’s radical hospitality even to the smug and self-satisfied, even to the
punctilious and self-righteous—who, ironically, may be less able to perceive that
hospitality for what it is. Many congregations that gather in affluent and self-assured
America to hear this reading this Sunday would do well to consider this.

SEEDS

Speaking truth to power.... Jezebel is a sociopath and Ahab her enabler...

One might divide the Ten Commandments into two parts, summarized so beautifully
by the two Great Commandments, first, about loving God, and second, about loving our
neighbor. In the same way, these two stories about Elijah illustrate the two strands of our
spiritual/ethical DNA, so to speak: love of God means not worshipping false gods (idolatry
- and we still do this today, in our own way), and love of neighbor of course requires the
practice of justice as well as compassion.... In every age, humans have a hard time getting
these two things right,... it's the little things that can get to you; as Walter Brueggemann
writes, this story is about "a modest real estate deal. It is amazing how great enterprises of
state often turn on small, inconspicuous transactions that of themselves amount to nothing,
as in the cases of Watergate, Whitewater, and Enron" (The Word That Redescribes the World:
The Bible and Discipleship). The experience of having one of his subjects stand firm against
his unlawful demand literally drives Ahab to his bed, where he cries and feels sorry for
himself. Carolyn Sharp remarks on the "toxic" nature of Ahab's greed that actually sickens



him, and the "irony of the human condition that power weakens those who are most eager
to exploit it"; in the "corrosive force of their own greed," people like Ahab resemble King
Midas, who was destroyed by his insatiable desire for more and more wealth (Feasting on
the Word).

Brueggemann has written eloquently on this passage and on the larger question of
stories that are told generation after generation not just to warn us but to offer us choices
because they provide "materials for the demanding work of faith in a society that is now
largely defined by the global economy with its mesmerizing technologies and its
disorienting pluralism. In that context, there is a great temptation to imagine that deep
choices are no longer available and that the present global system, power, and money have
closed off all alternatives. In that environment, the practice of faith entails courageous
imagination, grounded by trusted texts that may yield otherwise" (Testimony to Otherwise:
The Witness of Elijah and Elisha).

1 Kings 21:1-21

21Later the following events took place: Naboth the Jezreelite had a vineyard in
Jezreel, beside the palace of King Ahab of Samaria. 2And Ahab said to Naboth, “Give me your
vineyard, so that I may have it for a vegetable garden, because it is near my house; I will
give you a better vineyard for it; or, if it seems good to you, I will give you its value in
money.” But Naboth said to Ahab, “The LorbD forbid that I should give you my ancestral
inheritance.” *Ahab went home resentful and sullen because of what Naboth the Jezreelite
had said to him; for he had said, “I will not give you my ancestral inheritance.” He lay down
on his bed, turned away his face, and would not eat.

>His wife Jezebel came to him and said, “Why are you so depressed that you will not
eat?” °He said to her, “Because I spoke to Naboth the Jezreelite and said to him, ‘Give me
your vineyard for money; or else, if you prefer, [ will give you another vineyard for it’; but
he answered, ‘I will not give you my vineyard.” "His wife Jezebel said to him, “Do you now
govern Israel? Get up, eat some food, and be cheerful; I will give you the vineyard of Naboth
the Jezreelite.” °So she wrote letters in Ahab’s name and sealed them with his seal; she sent
the letters to the elders and the nobles who lived with Naboth in his city. °She wrote in the
letters, “Proclaim a fast, and seat Naboth at the head of the assembly; '9seat two scoundrels
opposite him, and have them bring a charge against him, saying, ‘You have cursed God and
the king.’ Then take him out, and stone him to death. ™!The men of his city, the elders and
the nobles who lived in his city, did as Jezebel had sent word to them. Just as it was written in
the letters that she had sent to them, “they proclaimed a fast and seated Naboth at the head
of the assembly. 13The two scoundrels came in and sat opposite him; and the scoundrels

brought a charge against Naboth, intheprese nce of the people, saying,
and the king.” So they took hi mThentheysentdoe t he ¢
Jezebel, saying, “ Nabot!'\ssboas |Jedebeldeaard thdt Mahoehd ; he

had been stoned and was dead, Jezebel said to Ahab, “Go, take possession of the vineyard of
Naboth the Jezreelite, which he refused to give you for money; for Naboth is not alive, but
dead.” 1°As soon as Ahab heard that Naboth was dead, Ahab set out to go down to the
vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite, to take possession of it.

17Then the word of the LORD came to Elijah the Tishbite, saying: '*Go down to meet
King Ahab of Israel, who rules in Samaria; he is now in the vineyard of Naboth, where he



has gone to take possession. 1?You shall say to him, “Thus says the LorD: Have you Kkilled,
and also taken possession?” You shall say to him, “Thus says the LoRD: In the place where
dogs licked up the blood of Naboth, dogs will also lick up your blood.” 2Ahab said to Elijah,
“Have you found me, O my enemy?” He answered, “I have found you. Because you have sold
yourself to do what is evil in the sight of the Lorbp, ?'I will bring disaster on you; I will
consume you, and will cut off from Ahab every male, bond or free, in Israel;

Psalm 5

IGive ear to my words, O LoRD; give heed to my sighing.

’Listen to the sound of my cry, my King and my God, for to you I pray.

30 LoRpD, in the morning you hear my voice; in the morning I plead my case to you,
and watch.

“For you are not a God who delights in wickedness; evil will not sojourn with you.

>The boastful will not stand before your eyes; you hate all evildoers.

®You destroy those who speak lies; the LoRD abhors the bloodthirsty and deceitful.

’But I, through the abundance of your steadfast love, will enter your house, I will
bow down toward your holy temple in awe of you.

8Lead me, O LORD, in your righteousness because of my enemies; make your way
straight before me.

Galatians 2:15-21

(“’But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood self-
condemned; “for until certain people came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. But
after they came, he drew back and kept himself separate for fear of the circumcision faction.
I3And the other Jews joined him in this hypocrisy, so that even Barnabas was led astray by
their hypocrisy. '“But when I saw that they were not acting consistently with the truth of the
gospel, | said to Cephas before them al
Jewhowcan you compel t he §Gd&Vedursdlvesare Jews bylbirtlv e
and not Gentile sinners; '°yet we know that a person is justified not by the works of the law
but through faith in Jesus Christ. And we have come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we
might be justified by faith in Christ, and not by doing the works of the law, because no one
will be justified by the works of the law. 17But if, in our effort to be justified in Christ, we
ourselves have been found to be sinners, is Christ then a servant of sin? Certainly not! 1But
if I build up again the very things that I once tore down, then I demonstrate that [ am a
transgressor. '“For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. I have
been crucified with Christ; 2°and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in
me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me
and gave himself for me. ?'I do not nullify the grace of God; for if justification comes
through the law, then Christ died for nothing.

Luke 7:36 - 50

360ne of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee’s
house and took his place at the table. ’And 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. 3*Now 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
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touching him—that she is a sinner.” *Jesus spoke up and said to him, “Simon, I have
something to say to you.” “Teacher,” he replied, “Speak.” #1“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?” +3Simon
answered, “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.” And Jesus said to
him, “You have judged rightly.” +Then turning toward the woman, he said to Simon, “Do
you see this woman? [ 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 Kkiss, but
from the time [ 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. “’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.” “éThen he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” “°But those who
were at the table with him began to say among themselves, “Who is this who even forgives
sins?” °°And he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”



