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In our worship at Westminster this Lent we are meeting a number of women who appear in the pages of the Bible. Last week it was the Samaritan woman at the well. This week it is the woman who shows up uninvited at a Pharisee’s dinner party. Next week it is woman with a sick daughter.

In the time of the writing of scripture women were on the underside of history. Patriarchy is like that: authority belongs to all things male. In biblical times women and girls had little power, except in association with a son or a father, a husband or a brother. Women could not do much on their own. 

This year’s Lenten stories are important because they challenge those patriarchal ways, they take on the conventional wisdom of their time. We could use a dose of that in our day, as well. The Christian faith is not designed to confirm cultural customs that lead to privilege and the wielding of disproportionate power – but, rather, to turn those norms on their head.

In every case the women we will meet through these days of Lent are not dependent on a man to assert themselves or to take action. They break the mold and move beyond the norm. These women teach us something about living faithfully. They tell the truth. They use common sense. They know what their priorities are and they pursue them. They are not beholden to rules designed to keep them in their place. They have a certain fearlessness about them.

Take the woman we meet this morning. We never learn her name. We are told only that she is a woman in the city and, as the texts says, “a sinner.” We do not know the nature of her sin; nor do we know why people at the dinner would have known she was a sinner. Most commentators assume she was a first century sex worker, as if that were the only way a woman could sin. In what reflects the patriarchy of our time, she is still routinely called a “harlot” or a “prostitute” by scholars and by the Church, even though nothing in the biblical material specifically points in that direction. 

In any case, she is an uninvited, unwelcome guest at the Pharisee’s dinner party. The woman simply walks in, finds Jesus, and goes to him. What happens next is utterly scandalous for those gathered in the Pharisee’s home that evening.  

Jesus is reclining on the floor enjoying his dinner with the others when the woman approaches him. He has removed his sandals and his feet are stretched out behind him. Without asking permission and with no hesitation she comes up behind Jesus and begins to weep. Her tears fall on his feet and, having no other way to wipe them off, she bends down over his feet and, using her long hair, she dries them. Imagine how that was perceived. Then she kisses his feet. Next, she pours out ointment from the little alabaster flask she brought and begins to rub it into his dry skin, massaging the oil into his feet.

There is no denying the sensuality of this scene. But the real scandal here lies in the fact that this unclean woman, known to be a sinner, has touched Jesus. Her touch makes him unclean. She deserves to be rebuked and sent away immediately. She has shocked everyone in the room and violated the norms they share.

But Jesus does not see it that way. He teaches that God’s way is not the way of the world. That is probably the hardest part about following Jesus. Church is not an invitation to cultural conformity; on the contrary, here we receive a summons to resist the standards of the world. We are not here to bless the way things are and the way things work in the world; we are here to transform all that. 

Faithful living necessarily brings us into tension with the world around us. This is a subversive movement, and it has been that from the start. 

Recently I met a woman who is part of a multicultural, multiethnic, gay and lesbian-supportive, and yet historic, traditional church in New York City. (Middle Collegiate Church) She described how challenging it is for them to hold all that together, that is, to attempt to live as God’s people. Each week in worship they try to help their congregation understand that we come to church in order to rehearse the reign of God. Worship, she said, points us in the direction of God’s intentions for the world. It is not about us or about our desires. 

We rehearse the reign of God not only in worship, but also, and even primarily, in the world beyond the walls of the sanctuary. And we who follow Jesus are not the only ones doing it. 

A couple weeks ago our Westminster group in Cuba got a glimpse of the reign of God, and it was nowhere near a church. We were in our 1984 Toyota bus bouncing along a road in central Cuba, driving through fields of sugar cane. All of a sudden something happened in the motor. We pulled over and came to a stop in a little town next to a group of older men leaning against a wall. 

A fan belt had broken, but there was no store or garage in town. One of the men invited us to his home a short walk away, and there he rummaged through a pile of old, used car stuff. He came up with a belt that seemed to be about the right size.

I marveled at his collection of old engine parts, and he explained that they always save everything, por si acaso ​– “just in case.” “You never know when someone might need help,” he explained with a smile. “We want to be ready, por si acaso.”

It worked. They soon had the bus running. Our driver told the man we wanted to pay for his help, but he refused. I gave him the Cuban equivalent of about $5 anyway, and he tried to give it back.  The driver told him to keep it to make us happy.

A little help from a stranger. An offer of an old fan belt saved just for an occasion like this. A smile and no expectation of anything in return. It was a rehearsal of the reign of God, and we almost ruined it by forcing it to become a monetary exchange, as if the man had not wanted to help out of sheer roadside grace.

Maybe the mission statement of the Christian Church should simply be: We are a living rehearsal of the reign of Go.  Did we come here today to do that – to try to live into an utterly different reality from the one we left behind? Have we come today to rehearse the reign of God? Will we leave here to do that? I know we try, but we never seem to get there. It is hard work. Are you and I willing to let go of whatever it is that keeps us from being the people and the church God desires?  

The movie Invictus tells the story of Nelson Mandela’s start in office as president of South Africa. On his first day as president, Mandela, played by Morgan Freeman, sends a group of white bodyguards from the previous administration to join the black men in the security detail. The black officers cannot believe it; these are the men who had beaten and imprisoned and killed their brothers and sisters during the days of apartheid.

The black security leader urges the new president to send the white officers away, but Mandela will not do it. “In public, when people see me, they see my bodyguards,” Mandela says. “You represent me, directly. The rainbow nation starts here. Reconciliation starts here.”

The black security chief is incredulous. “Reconciliation?” he says. “Not long ago they tried to kill us! Maybe even these four guys.”

“Yes, I know,” Mandela says. 

And then after a pause, he adds, “Forgiveness starts here, too. Forgiveness liberates the soul. It removes fear… Please try it.”

It is a gospel moment in the film. Please try it. Please join me in this rehearsal of the reign of God, where forgiveness liberates and love creates new possibilities. All the complex theological doctrine in the world cannot put it any clearer than that. It is not the way the world would have us see things. The world always thinks in terms of winners and losers. But Jesus rejects that way.

To the Pharisee who looks with loathing at the woman who shows love toward Jesus, he says, in effect, “Forgiveness starts here.” 

In our worship, in our life as a community of faith, in our journey as individual followers of Jesus, this is our vocation: to rehearse the reign of God. Together we imagine what it might be like to live in the way of Jesus. We will not get it right, but if we run through it often enough we might begin to show at least something of what God wants. 

The woman at the Pharisee’s home that night comes not merely to rehearse the reign of God; she comes to put it into practice. Can you imagine how difficult it must have been for her, a woman known to be one of the leading sinners in town, a woman in the face of all that male, Pharisaic power, a woman unwelcome in the home of a man in authority? The Pharisee is disgusted by her, but Jesus sees things differently. “She has shown great love,” he says. 

Jesus views the woman through new eyes. He sees her not as “the woman who sinned” but as “the woman who loved.” He sees her as the one who shows compassion for him through her tears and by her freely offered, generous act of hospitality. Jesus points out to the Pharisee that she showed him more hospitality than he did, as the host of the party. 

She steps forward that evening to love Jesus, regardless of the contempt heaped upon her and in spite of the stares and whispers and hatred aimed her way.

Love is stronger than anything the world might try to put in its way. In that dinner-table encounter Jesus and the woman begin dismantling the patriarchy of that time. They start to take apart the unfair and cruel categories into which people put those around them. They invite all who watch this scene unfold to join in a new way of being the human family.

The essential first step toward faithful living is to have eyes to see every situation, every moment as an opportunity to show God’s love. We need a new way of seeing the world that leads us to love with unbridled passion, as the woman loved that night.  We need a new way of living that begins with forgiveness, because God’s grace has been extended to us. We need a new way of hearing the cry of the poor that calls us to respond with justice, as Jesus did that night. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “The church is the church only when it exists for others.” 

The woman who loved embraces that ecclesial reality – she is being the church at its best – when she violates all those social norms that evening and simply showers Jesus with love. She teaches us that the first order of business in living faithfully is not to get the words right but to get the love right. Everything else is secondary.

And with that, the rehearsal of the reign of God begins. 

Thanks be to God.  
Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;
Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
Prayers of the People  -  Douglas Mitchell

Gracious God, in this Lenten season, we pause to thank you for your love and your grace so abundant, so overflowing, that you receive us in spite of our fear and our timid lives of faith.  Send us out as faithful disciples to offer love in your name to all, to serve those with needs and to seek your justice for all. 

Give your people gathered here the grace to love one another, to follow in the way of Jesus’ generosity, and to share his risen life as a part of our life in community.  O God, make us love as generously as you have loved us that we might live our lives in the fullness and abundance you desire for your people.

O God, in the midst of violence and exclusion all around us, we celebrate our belief that you made every person in your own image and redeemed us through Jesus your Son.  Look with compassion on the whole human family, take away the arrogance and hatred that infect our hearts, break down the walls that separate us; unite us in bonds of love. 

In your realm we know that all will obtain joy and gladness and that sorrow and sighing shall flee away. In these days, however, we ask your blessing and care for those who died and those who have had their lives torn apart by the earthquake in Chile.  Along with those who are still recovering in Haiti, give them strength and courage as they face the rebuilding of their lives.

Sustain those among us who need your healing touch and tender presence.  Uphold all who suffer in body mind or spirit, that they may know the peace and joy of your supporting care…..

Comfort those who mourn. Radiate through the lives of all need your comfort with the light of your presence.
Hear our prayers, God of grace, and as we remember your great love, we pray together the prayer that Jesus taught us, Our Father…

“The Woman Who Loved”


Psalm 23; Luke 7:36-48
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