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The Provoking Grace of God
Luke 7:36-8:3

One of the cultural shifts that is taking place these days is the growing number of people who have stopped their daily newspaper subscriptions, because they are finding that they can read the paper on the internet. Even our own Daily News Record, not exactly a cutting edge publication, has an online edition that many of us read each morning.
I confess that I am one of those who has made the switch to reading the newspaper online. Though not daily, I still read the online edition of the Nashville paper, and, when particularly nostalgic, I even return to reading the Dallas Morning News, which is the paper from my childhood.

If you have ever read a paper online, then you are probably familiar with a feature called “reader comments” that most papers have included. After every news story, you the reader are invited to post your comments, and I am surprised at how many take the time to respond.  What the papers are trying to do is to create a community coffee table around which we the readers can discuss the news.

I don’t like it one bit and the reason may surprise you. I have noticed a disturbing tendency in those reader comments that I wish I could ignore. It becomes more and more apparent with each passing week that we are a society made up of people who want others to get what’s coming to them. More often than not, after reading a news story, some reader will respond with a vicious attack on one of the principal players. It may be some comment on the race of the victim or the perpetrator. It may be some reference to an accompanying picture that takes on a particularly hurtful tone. In this age of veiled identity that the internet provides, our coffee table discussions take on an unnecessarily brutal slant that borders on evil.
It seems that we want people to get what’s coming to them, and we don’t want much leniency. And—what’s even more disturbing—there is strong evidence that many of those who are among the vilest posters of reader comments are people who sit among good church folks like us. Who knows, they may even be us.

Of course, this lack of common graciousness that marks our life today can be seen in a million places, but I think this particular phenomenon popped into my mind this week as I looked at this story unique to Luke’s Gospel of the day when Jesus sat at table in the home of Simon the Pharisee.
You remember how the story goes. Jesus is being entertained by a respectable religious leader and all seems well. Then, something utterly astonishing occurred. A woman described as a notorious sinner broke into that scene and began to pour expensive perfume on Jesus' feet and then her tears began to fall, and she used her hair to dry them off.

Now this action shattered every social custom of that day. This woman was not an invited guest into that home. And in that day, women did not intrude into the company of men who were sitting at table for dinner. As one commentator puts it, this was “as tasteless and vulgar a show of affection as you could possibly…imagine.”

I can only imagine what the reader comments would have to say about this story. I’m sure someone would have written that Jesus obviously was a sinner himself because that sinful woman knew him well.  “After all,” they would write, “that woman didn’t stumble in there by accident. She came prepared with that expensive perfume and Jesus didn’t even try to stop her.”

Picking up on that thread, someone else would have chimed in, “Yeah, some prophet. If he were really from God, he would have known what sort of woman she was and would have kicked her sorry self to the curb.”

And then, predictably, the chorus would begin rehearsing the supposed litany of this woman’s sins, even though the story doesn’t tell us what they were, only that they had been forgiven.

But the story goes on. As shocking as the woman’s entrance and actions were, Jesus’ response is even more shocking.  After all, he had every reason to be embarrassed. But instead of worrying about himself and his reputation, Jesus immediately jumped to the defense of this woman and began to celebrate what must have happened in her life that prompted this particular kind of behavior. “Now we're not told in detail what had occurred previously to this woman; but, obviously, something had taken place that was absolutely life-changing. We can only imagine that the great love and mercy of God had become an event for her through the gracious ministry of Jesus. Somehow, she had (come) to see that God's goodness was bigger than all her badness…. This woman had come to sense in the depths of her being that there is nothing we humans can do to make God love us any more than God already loves us, and there is nothing we can do to make God stop loving us. She had experienced a breakthrough into the very heart of God, and that had changed everything about her life—the way she understood herself, the way she understood both the past and the future, and it also affected how she could begin to live her life in that moment. She had been seized by this wonderful sense that God was more interested in her future than in her past; and, therefore, she had come to give back to the one who had opened her eyes to this deepest truth the gratitude that was appropriate for such an inbreak of grace.”
Of course, we might have expected this from Simon, the respectable religious leader who was Jesus’ host. But Luke tells us that in his own self-righteousness, Simon missed the beauty of God’s grace.

One thing’s for sure, this message of God’s forgiveness and welcome can be so hard to take in today. In fact, that’s one of the things I spend the most time on with our Confirmation classes—simply encouraging them to embrace in the very depths of their beings that they are loved by God, and that there is nothing they can do to make God love them any more, and nothing they can do to make God love them any less. And I remind them that the church is the best place to learn and celebrate and rehearse that truth about their lives.
In his commentary on our text Fred Craddock wonders where one goes when told to go in peace as Jesus instructs this woman to do at the end of our story. "What she needs," Craddock says, "is a community of forgiven and forgiving sinners. The story," he says, "screams the need for a church, one that says you are welcome here."

The church where I was pastor in Nashville had a throwaway line on the church sign out front:  Where All Are Welcome. I don’t know if we really believed it when we put it there, or whether it was just something we thought we should believe. We never could have known the adventure it would bring.

One person gave it a meaning that we never imagined. He broke into our church and was caught cooking a meal in the Parish House. He wasn’t a stranger exactly, for he had worshiped with us a time or two. But he wasn’t exactly an insider either. I was one of the few who even knew who he was. Though I knew he had some difficulties, I was still surprised when the police called to tell me that he’d broken a window to get in. But it turns out he had a reason: “I was hungry, and I knew Pastor John wouldn’t mind if I came in to eat.”

Amazingly, that congregation found room for him there. One of our elders saw him through the court proceedings. Another member served as a mentor of sorts, and slowly, gradually, he began to change.  He was growing as he was shaped by the grace of that community.

I don’t know if he’s still there or not, but one of my fondest memories is of my standing behind the communion table in that sanctuary and watching as the one who had been so hungry joined the procession of hungry saints marching up the aisle to the Table to feast on the grace of God. And from my view behind the Table, I could never tell who had changed the most—the man who had broken into our community in the truest sense of the word, or the church who had found a way not only to tolerate his presence, but to embrace it.
That’s my vision for all of Christ’s church, and especially for this congregation of believers—that we would take into the very depths of our beings that we are forgiven and loved by God, and that God wants us to share that forgiveness and celebrate that grace with the world. And, what’s even better, when we truly take in the power of God’s grace, we can respond in the wildest of ways. Our VBS kids had it right, didn’t they? We’re in for a wild ride.
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