· Luke 7:36-50
36 One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee's house and took his place at the table. 37 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. 38 She 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. 39 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 touching him—that she is a sinner." 40 Jesus spoke up and said to him, "Simon, I have something to say to you." "Teacher," he replied, "speak." 41 "A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. 42 When they could not pay, he canceled the debts for both of them. Now which of them will love him more?" 43 Simon answered, "I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt." And Jesus said to him, "You have judged rightly." 44 Then turning toward the woman, he said to Simon, "Do you see this woman? I 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. 45 You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet. 46 You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment. 47 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." 48 Then he said to her, "Your sins are forgiven." 49 But those who were at the table with him began to say among themselves, "Who is this who even forgives sins?" 50 And he said to the woman, "Your faith has saved you; go in peace." 
View in parallelCompare Translations
· Luke 8:1-3
1 Soon afterwards he went on through cities and villages, proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God. The twelve were with him, 2 as well as some women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, 3 and Joanna, the wife of Herod's steward Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them out of their resources.


The first few frames of a movie introduce us to the characters and provide hints of the plot. So Luke gives us the main characters – Pharisees (hisss); Jesus (yeah!); and a woman who is a sinner with an alabaster jar of ointment (oohh).
The visuals convey sex, scandal and conflict. There is an awkward edit where an entirely different scene about debts is dropped into the story but then we’re back with kissing, a woman with long hair caressing the feet of Jesus and the smell of expensive scent in the air.
A smokin’ hot scene rating a PG in most countries and an R is some. 
What moves this story from a 2 star steamer to a 4 star drama is not simply the sex and scandal but the possibility that the gospel in the story may touches our life and we will never be the same. So it may be this day because the transforming Spirit of Christ even now fills this sanctuary.
First the Pharis(hisss)es. To the early Christians, there might well have been a small amount of glee here because it could well be the setup to another smackdown between Jesus and the Pharisees, one of three powerful religious groups of the day. (The Sadducees and the Essenes were the others). So if the Pharisees come out on the wrong end of this action (alright!) but, for us, it’s a little trickier because we are the Pharisees of our time, the official religious people, and if they turn out to be Jesus’ example of the ‘what not to do’ it could impact us.
So the scene is set. The religious official (ordained, not a designated lay minister) invites Jesus for supper. They go in, Jesus reclines at the table as is the custom. And immediately a GASP goes up from the crowd; for something has been omitted – and everyone in the audience knows what it is. The host – or one of his people – has not washed the feet of the guest. Basic manners, Basic, basic. Unbelievable. In a culture that values and has strict protocol around hospitality such a gaff.... You just don’t do it! – the offense to one’s self and one’s family. To not recognize a guest and respond appropriately. And, the disciples are thinking ... “not just any guest!” ... to have those who say they are concerned with the holy NOT recognize this guest .... well … 
Into this cauldron of social scandal comes, the woman, the woman who is a sinner. She not only bathes the feet of Jesus with water from the bowl but with her own tears and wipes his feet with her hair. To us perhaps touching, maybe even a Disney moment, but to the listeners, scandal, scandal, scandal. The contrast could not have been more extreme. Touching or caressing a man’s feet had sexual overtones, so did letting down her hair since a woman never, never let down her hair in public. From the social etiquette point of view of the middle and upper class (us) the whole thing’ a mess! From the point of view of the disciples it is a revolution.
For they saw, as have you, that the story is not really about social etiquette although we could do a little rant here about hospitality and how it usually missing from our congregations but we won’t. 
The story is about how we recognize and welcome the sacred or, in more traditional language, how we recognize and respond to Jesus among us. For we who are here perhaps the most jarring part of the story is that the scene does not involve knowing about someone or the normal trappings and practices with which are accustomed – whether in the first or the 21st century. More deeply, there are matters of heart, soul and spirit.
Notice the one who recognizes Jesus for who he is and respond appropriately in the deepest sense. A woman and a sinner – 2 strikes (according to the practice of the time). She is on the edge not only of the church but of society and yet she is the one who recognizes the Holy one in their midst and performs the appropriate response. Organizationally and strategically this is important for us – and we shall come back to it briefly later – but spiritually this is life shaping.
For just supposing that we put aside all the things which normally occupy our thnking about church – what’s going to happen to the thrift store or the choir or where are we going to get money – and wonder about if we actually wanted to meet the sacred, to experience and know the holy in our lives, to, in other language, draw close to Jesus. Where would we look for him? In our own lives, put the world aside for a moment, if we were to sit down with a burger, fries, Coke and other life shortening things, and I were to say, tell me about God in your life. Where would you go? What story would you tell? 
For myself I would go to those times in my life, those places in my being where I am bent, if not broken, times when I have been less than I know I should have been, where despair has been too tempting, where boredom has been resolved in less than healthy ways. Now it is true that God is present at those times when I am using my strengths and when I am living out of the depths of my gifts and passions but, at such times, I am also too easily prone not to pay attention to the Holy One in my midst because I’m doing OK. It’s too easy to pretend all the good comes from work and life will remain constant and secure. It is too easy to overlook the basic practices of recognition and gratitude that are part of hospitably welcoming the sacred. But when I’ve been busted up or weighed down, it is harder to maintain the pretence of my own rightness and holiness.
In the story, JESUS offers the gospel word of forgiveness to the woman. In Aramaic the word for forgiveness means to “untie.” If you’ve ever been forgiven you might know how it feels in your heart and on your shoulders to have the burden of what you have done or not done untied.  But if that burden remains part of what you carry this day, know now that the same Holy One says to you, set it down, right down and receive the gift of JESus’ words “Your sins are forgiven.” In the name and with the power of Jesus who is the Christ you are forgiven. Go in peace. If, like he woman, you have every truly heard those words in the core of your being you have been close to the holy and the holy has drawn close to you.
If we seek the holy in our lives, look at the bent and broken parts of our lives that we keep stuffed back in the closets of our heart, at the edge. 
You know of course that many institutions and companies, not only the church, are looking for ways to renew themselves, to gain fresh perspective and energy. I find it interesting that many, many of them are have learned to look at projects or ideas that, traditionally, might have been thought to be ‘on the edge.’ So now all kinds of skunkworks and think tanks exist – like the Emerging Spirit project – set up to run outside the normal parameters because someone recognizes that  new life often takes root on the edge.
So Luke, like so many gospel writers, turns to a woman, a sinner, one on the opposite end of the spectrum from the officially acceptable to tell a story of new life and transformation.
Is there a gospel word here for congregations, for the church? Probably, although organizations seem to have an even harder time to get out of their own way than individuals.
ONE thing I do know though is that the world yearns for a place to encounter the holy in an authentic way and to be part of a community that seeks to respond appropriately. If there is a call to the church now it is be a cauldron, a smelting pot, where so much of what threatens to overwhelm us is put in the purifying pot of holy fire to reveal that which is truly useful, precious and holy and then provides a platform for living. The world needs a church not afraid to encounter the sacred and to provide a place to meet the sacred and to live accordingly – even if it upsets and exposes our Pharisaic tendencies. 
A final movement to this gospel story.
I don’t really know about the places you as individuals or as a congregation have sought and welcomed the holy or how you’ve responded to those times. I know mine – how it feels to receive forgiveness, to feel hope when there just seemed to be ‘no way,’ to lay a long held burden down or to hear the words “Beloved” when I know I deserve less, to be struck by beauty. Unlike the woman in the story it can take me awhile to figure out what I’m feeling or an appropriate response.
Gratitude – certainly; sometimes awe, wonder; sometimes humility.
Sometimes I look at my wife and I say to her, “You know I’m lucky to be with you.” (And she says, “yes you are.”)
Maybe you know what I mean when your heart is full like the woman who recognized Jesus, the Holy One, close enough to touch. She offered the gifts she had with extravagance, beyond the expected, outside the acceptable... If we were to receive a gift beyond our deserving what would be our response?
Would we, would I, be the like the woman and offer something precious? 
What would be precious? I wonder.
Money – always important but not so valuable as time for many now. But in the church I wonder if we value something even more than money or time. I wonder if the most precious thing we value – or act like we do – is our comfort.
I know of which I speak. I may be called to preach the gospel word about hospitality and the edges and all that but I’m not comfortable there. I’m an introvert – and I’ve got the T-shirt. And I like order. I like my stuff to remain where I left it, where it belongs, where God wants it to be. But on a deeper level I’m having a problem with living this way.
And the catalyst for this spiritual disruption is these grandchildren we’ve got. Five of them now; the youngest is one and the oldest is five. And they do not seem to know that abundant life comes from keeping things in their proper place, neat and tidy. Five minutes – chaos. And they’re faster than I am, I can’t keep up.
The bind comes because I also want something else – I want a relationship with them that is characterized by love, joy, fun and hope. Now on one level people think my struggle here is trivial. My wife completely does not understand. She’s full of helpful comments like “Get over it.” She doesn’t appreciate that I am not suffering from some personality disorder but actually there is something of a spiritual struggle that goes on. For I am having to choose the relationship over the habits of my life and personality because I want the relationship more even than I value my stuff, sense of order and calm, my comfort. I am having to chose a response that goes against my inclination and patterns.
It is not the exact same situation we face as a church but there are similarities. If we are even half-heartedly trying to seek the sacred, to be a catalyst for others seeking the holy and to live as Christ-followers, then I just know Jesus might require me to offer up something precious. And sometimes I don’t wanna. I can wrap it up with nice words, even religious phraseology but, deep down, I think I just don’t wanna give it up (sometimes). That’s the darndest thing about Jesus – always pushing at my comfort and my illusions.
You know something that helped with the grandchildren was when I began to recognize something of myself in some of them. Now I know officially we love them all the same, each special, wonderful... but some I get more than others. And there was a softening in my heart then; I was surprised (because I’m always fair and caring and .... all that other stuff...) but there was a change, a connection when I saw them about stuff I could be about. They were just junior sized and lacked the experience and education to cover it. I have 3 or 4 remotes and use them all, why should I be surprised when some of the grandchildren also find them fascinating and neat (because they are! They’re just mine!) Not just that, other things, character stuff, inclinations. Recognizing the connection is threatening to change me.
Sometimes my kids say to me, Dad, let it go, you’re getting a little strange (I think we could call it ‘unique’ or ‘gifted’; you’re getting compulsive again – ‘focused’ I say; you’re getting ‘out there’ – yeah, anyone you want me to say hello to on the edge. And I can see it in some of them and I can feel I’ve begun to offer something up. Is it too mundane to think in terms of the holy one...?
It might be the same thing for us as a congregation. When people come in or we go out I wonder if we see them first not as people who might disrupt our comfort but as people with whom we share the need for the holy, for forgiveness, for hope, for a word of grace. Maybe then it would not be us or them or us welcoming them but we ...sinners greeting one another, those thirsty sharing water. I wonder if in those moments we might both perceive and receive the presence of Christ and begin to offer something we hold dear. It might be too radical for us.... but I think it is gospel. So watch out, it could change your life.

(Video clip: Reasons (Why people don’t come to church”)
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oUJpJyth3J4
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