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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. 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. 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. 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.” Jesus spoke up and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” “Teacher,” he replied, “Speak.” “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 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. You gave me no kiss, but from the time I 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.” Then 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.”

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, as well as some women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, and Joanna, the wife of Herod's steward Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them out of their resources.








   

  - Luke 7:36-8:3
The Collect

Keep, O Lord, your household the Church in your steadfast faith and love, that through your grace we may proclaim your truth with boldness, and minister your justice with compassion; for the sake of our Savior Jesus Christ, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.

In the 1963 film version of William Golding’s Lord of the Flies,
 real schoolboys play the parts of children stranded on a lush tropical island during a wartime evacuation of noncombatants from the British Isles. The students are the only survivors of a plane crash; all accompanying adults have perished. Gradually the boys emerge from the jungle, looking for their remaining schoolmates. The older boys realize that survival and rescue will depend on organization. They need a leader, and they need a plan. Ralph, a tall, self-confident boy emerges as the one that both younger and older students look to for direction. But Ralph has a rival for power – Jack Merridew, the head boy of the school choir. Jack is about Ralph’s age, but he doesn’t have Ralph’s respect for others. Jack is autocratic, and he cannot stand not being in charge. So, he turns his choir into a gang of painted-face hunters toting a pocketknife and sticks sharpened into deadly spears. 

That is not how we initially see the choir, though. They first appear dressed in capes and caps, and marching in formation along on the white sands of the island refuge. The choristers are counting cadence by chanting a tune that they have performed many times in chapel. They sing, “Kyrie, kyrie, kyrie eleison” (which is from the Greek meaning, “Lord, Lord, Lord, have mercy on us.”), and the moviegoer is mesmerized along with them. They seem innocent and spiritually informed. 

As the plot unfolds, however, we realize that it is particularly fitting that the choir sings this haunting tune. When Jack transforms them into a band of hunters, the young boys develop a thirst for blood after their first kill. Eventually, the bloodlust seduces all except one of the marooned boys on the island. Hunting turns into warfare, boys become brutes, and mortal combat turns a Caribbean “Eden” into a fiery inferno. Without our noticing the change, the choral kyrie is transmuted into another chant, the horrifying “Kill the pig” mantra of the sadistic hunters, whose henchman, Jack, is the leader of a pack of savages.

Golding’s thesis, that human sin is inherent, was well served by this musical enhancement of the original text. Film director Peter Brook drew the kyrie from the liturgy of the mass. We say it every time we do the Holy Eucharist. The kyrie comes, in Rite I, right after the summary of the law. In other words, when we hear what God expects of us, and realize that we fall short of that mark, the logical thing to do is to fall on the ground at God’s feet and ask for mercy. We plead, saying, “Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy, Lord have mercy.”

And if you think about it, people say that all the time. When we hear of a terrible accident, we say, “Lord have mercy.” The same goes for a variety of things that prompt this reflexive response – things such as receiving bad news, or dodging a bullet, or succeeding against all odds. At times like that it just feels right to say, “Lord have mercy.” It’s a good prayer, one based on eons of experience. We often suspect that we deserve worse, because we go through life pushing the limits of what is appropriate. People cross the line a lot, and they are conscious of it. In fact, to paraphrase Paul, we know what is right and fail to do it, and we know what is wrong and do just that.
 Original sin is what one wag called the only religious doctrine for which there is ample evidence. And if we believe that we reap what we sow, then our life beckons for mercy.

The good news is that God is merciful. Despite our problems, and mistakes, and regrettable behavior, there is mercy. All we have to do is to trust that it’s true. That’s the message of the woman at Jesus’ feet. The Pharisee could not see past her checkered past. In his eyes, her character didn’t qualify for inclusion by God’s good graces.

That’s right; she didn’t qualify. But that’s not the point. (If it were, we’d all be found wanting.) It wasn’t about her character. It is God’s character that finally matters. He doesn’t give us what we deserve. Merit has no place in God’s standards of salvation. What counts is God’s superabundant goodness. Mercy emanates from God like light radiating from the sun. Because God is love, God forgives. That is God’s way, and God wants it to be our way as well.

We need mercy, and we are called to have mercy on one another – for God’s sake.

Remember Luke’s story of the Good Samaritan? The man mugged and left bleeding in the ditch would have died if his life depended on the priest and the Levite who passed by him, reluctant to get involved. The third man on the road stopped, and cared for the man, even though victim might have avoided him, all things being equal. You see, the victim was a Jew, and the third man was a Samaritan – a person that most Jews regarded as a half-breed from the north, a person of questionable character. But the Samaritan did not fit the stereotype; he was compassionate. He had received more than his share of mistreatment in life, and he recognized a fellow-sufferer. So he stopped and did what was right and good, doing so at his own risk for not staying in his proper place.

Jesus told this story in response to a challenge by a crafty lawyer. The man was intent on trapping him, and taking him down. The lawyer asked Jesus, “Teacher, what shall I do to gain eternal life?” Turning the table on the dangerous trickster, Jesus had replied by playing to the man’s ego. He said, “You’re a lawyer, you should advise me. How do you read the law? What do you think?” When the lawyer quickly quoted two laws calling for the love of God without reservation and for loving the neighbor as oneself,
 Jesus simply said, “Right; do this and you shall live.” But then the lawyer felt embarrassed and challenged Jesus a second time, asking, “But who is my neighbor?” Of course, both he and Jesus knew that the neighbor was one’s fellow Jew, but Jesus wanted to have the man see something deeper than the letter of the law. Hence, he shared with him an ironic, thought-provoking parable – the one that we call the “Good” Samaritan.
 

When he finished telling the story, Jesus asked the lawyer, “Which of these three, do you think, proved neighbor to the man who fell among the robbers?” Ever quick to answer, the legal eagle said, “The one who showed mercy on him.” And we can imagine Jesus smiling as he said to him, “Go and do likewise.”

“The one who showed mercy” was the right answer, according to Jesus. For him, mercy is the heart of the matter between God and humanity. Without it there would be no relationship, because human beings inevitably err and stray from God’s ways like lost sheep. We are always prone to disappoint, rather than to honor, our Creator. 

To admit this isn’t negative thinking; it’s honest confession.

Three decades ago, when I was being grilled by the Examining Chaplains of the Diocese (with whom I now serve), I encountered what I regard as the first wave of EC – “ecclesiastical correctness.” I was a new Episcopalian then, and I was enthusiastic about the tradition that had welcomed me. Having been trained at Union Seminary, I was steeped in Protestant theology, but had deep respect for the Anglican liturgy. In Holt Souder, my parson, I found a congenial soul and teacher. He introduced me to the Book of Common Prayer, which had recently been revised to include a newer Rite II, incorporating contemporary Catholic and ecumenical emphases. But the older Rite I attracted my theological mind. It contained Archbishop Cranmer’s beautiful language, as well as his Protestant understanding of mankind’s constant need of God’s gracious forgiveness.

However, the Examining Chaplains did not share my enthusiasm. One examiner asked me what I thought of Rite I, and he looked genuinely shocked when I replied, “I think it’s right on target.” 

“You mean that you agree with all that emphasis on sin?” he asked. “What about that awful ‘prayer of humble access’
? Do you like to think of yourself as unworthy to gather up the crumbs under the Lord’s Table? Isn’t all that groveling unproductive and depressing?” he urged. “Our new liturgies have cut out all of that lugubrious wallowing in sin,” he said.

“Yes, I know,” I replied. “But sin is not an imaginary problem, one that we can overcome with positive thinking. If we were able to save ourselves, we wouldn’t need God, or the Church,” I explained. “To me the great thing about the ‘prayer of humble access’ is that it’s realistic and hopeful at the same time. The good news is that we sinners have “access” because our Lord’s ‘property is always to have mercy.’”

Well, I surely wasn’t “correct” by their standards, but they let the Bishop ordain me anyway. Maybe I’d reminded them of something they had forgotten, or perhaps my fresh eyes were seeing a vision that they’d taken for granted. Whatever saved me was God’s grace, and I’m thankful that the Examining Chaplains had mercy on me.

The truth is, my vocation, my sense of what is right, my moral obligation toward others, and my entire life have depended on what Jesus showed the bedraggled woman washing his feet with her tears. She recognized God in him, and understood that Jesus would accept her, despite her past mistakes and misdeeds. The psalmist, though he never knew this plaintive figure clinging to the feet of Jesus, described completely what she must have felt. He wrote, “Happy are they whose transgressions are forgiven, and whose sin is put away!”
 

The Pharisee, so fastidious about his own standing with God, could not understand why Jesus would put up with the woman offending everyone with her inappropriate and effusive behavior. In his view, which was limited by legality and constricted by proper conduct, people should get what they deserve. If this were his call, the Pharisee would have shown her no mercy. Jesus saw his harshness, and yet had pity on him, because he could not comprehend human frailty and God’s forgiveness. But he couldn’t let a teaching moment pass. Jesus wanted to let him know the power of mercy. So he said to the Pharisee, “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.” Then he said to the woman, “Your sins are forgiven,” and “your faith has saved you; go in peace.”

When Brother Curtis Almquist came to St. Stephen’s Church this past Lent, he did a couple of interviews about spiritual practices for the church website. In one short video, the Reverend Weezie Blanchard came directly to the point of points. She asked him, “Curtis, what is the essence of the Christian life for you?” The contemplative monk was silent for a minute, and then he said, “Mercy. The prevailing reason why Jesus did what he did and said what he said was mercy – tender, loving mercy – sometimes translated as ‘compassion.’ And I would say [that] mercy goes without saying with regards [sic] to people to whom we’re naturally drawn, people whom we love and care for, people who have a place in our heart already. It goes without saying.” 

“But,” he observed, “I would say where the real challenge and where the real invitation for mercy is with people that we don’t find that way, people who are more prone to repel or irritate us, people who get under our skin.

“And I want to say that people who get under our skin probably belong there, that they’re a real invitation from God. They may be a real invitation for our own conversion. Somehow or other they’ve piqued something inside us. But I would say that it’s like a Pavlovian bell when we’re in touch with not-mercy inside ourselves, that who we are facing and what we are seeing is a person, is a setting that has captured God’s attention already – a person whom God loves, and cares for, and longs to spend eternity with, and to presume love. 

“And I would also want to say that to presume it’s not just an accident, an irritating accident, that our paths have crossed, that there’s some invitation here, that we’re called to be ambassadors of Christ, and that’s not just to nice people, or ‘thems-like-me’ or ‘thems-like-us,’ but it is to be to the other. It’s to be to the other.”

“Happy are they whose transgressions are forgiven, and whose sin is put away!” I can understand that reaction. It’s what John Newton, former-slave-trader-turned-abolitionist, felt when he wrote, “Amazing grace! how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me! I once was lost but now am found, was blind and now I see.”
 He, like the Apostle Paul before him, knew that “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy like the wideness of the sea.”
 And he not only knew, but absorbed that mercy, so that the grace of forgiveness transformed him, turning him from the way of death to the way of life. How else could either Newton or Paul (or any of us, for that matter) have changed sufficiently to (as Brother Curtis says) “be to the other”? To be forgiven is to be given power – power to rise up and to grow into the full stature of Christ. It’s to dry one’s tears of regret, and to hold one’s head high, and to step out boldly as an ambassador of Christ. It’s to return the favor, forgiving as we have been forgiven. 

In the Name of God, have mercy. Amen.  
� William Golding’s classic Lord of the Flies (1954) was produced as a black-and-white film in 1963 by Lewis Allen and directed by Peter Brook.


� Romans 7:19.


� Deuteronomy 6:4-5 and Leviticus 19:18, respectively.


� 10:25-37.


� Luke 10:36-37.


� The Book of Common Prayer (1979), p. 337


� Psalm 32:1.


� Luke 7:47-50.


� Brother Curtis Almquist, SSJE, defined the essence of the Christian life in an interview with the Reverend Louise Browner Blanchard, Associate Rector of St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, Richmond, during a Lenten retreat at St. Stephen’s, February 19-21, 2001. The interview is available on the “spiritual practices” page of � HYPERLINK "http://www.saintstephensrichmond.net" ��www.saintstephensrichmond.net�.   


� John Newton (1725-1807) wrote our Hymn 671, The Hymnal 1982, after his conversion to a life of mercy based on mercy shown to him by God in Christ Jesus.


� Frederick William Faber (1814-1863) composed these words of our Hymn 470, The Hymnal 1982. Faber was the son of an Anglican clergyman and was ordained in the Church of England, but he later became a Roman Catholic priest and founder of the Brotherhood of St. Philip Neri. In London.
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