Luke 7: 36-50.  18 October 2026
When I was preparing for today I spent several hours looking at what turned out to be the wrong reading.  I hadn’t turned over enough pages and I was looking at Luke 6:36 onwards, rather than 7:36.  But Luke has put his Gospel together in such a way that each section seems to illuminate what has either come before or after it.  So my time wasn’t wasted, in fact it helped a great deal.  I find it amazing that the story of a nameless woman who lived so long ago can still speak to us today.  Even though, in fact she doesn’t say a word.  But, with a little bit of imagination and artistic license I’ve given her a voice.  So this is her story, in her own words.

What makes you cry?  It’s funny you know, I hadn’t cried for years and years.  I’d become hard I suppose.  Hard because people looked down on me, always criticizing.  Especially those religious fellows.  They crossed the road if they saw me coming, or just looked straight through me as if I didn’t exist.
I’d certainly got a reputation – a bad one.  It was hard without a husband, or any support.  I had to make a living somehow, although I admit I wasn’t proud of what I did.  But I had to survive somehow.  And then something happened to change everything.  It happened  by chance really.  Everyone was talking about this man John, the Baptiser.  And one day I happened to pass by where he was preaching.  So I stopped and listened for a bit.   He was quite a scary fellow, but in some ways like me: an outsider.  He was saying we all needed to repent.  There was an urgency in his voice as if there was no time to waste.  Come and be baptized as a mark of repentance.  Do it now.  It struck a chord with me.  Maybe this was something I should do.  Ask for forgiveness and make a fresh start; that sort of thing.  Could it change me?  Enough so that people could see I wasn’t all bad?  So I did it.  I got half-drowned in the river and up I came again, gasping for breath, shaking myself like a dripping wet dog.  I went back to hear John again the next day.  What was I supposed to do next, I wondered?  How was a dunking in the river going to change things?   But I couldn’t find him anywhere.  There were others too who had been baptized so I had a chat with them.  John hadn’t been seen, there was a rumour that he’d been arrested, but apparently he’d told people to go and look for Jesus, the Rabbi.  You must follow him now, John had said.  Well Jesus wasn’t hard to find, because everyone was talking about him and when you saw a gathering of people you can bet your life Jesus was there in the middle of them.  
So I started following him, staying on the edge of the crowd, but just near enough so that I could hear him.  He was a good teacher, I always remembered what he said.  He talked in stories a lot of the time and they stuck in your mind.  His teaching gave me hope that I could make a new start.  He said that if we not only listened to his words but put them into practice we’d be like a person who was building a house who dug deep and laid the foundations on bedrock.  When the river burst its banks and crashed against the house, nothing could shake it; it was built to last.  But if we didn’t take his words seriously it would be like building a house without laying any foundations.  When the swollen river comes crashing in, the house will collapse like a pack of cards and be a total loss.  I knew that the words of Jesus could give me a firm foundation for my life and that’s what I wanted. Besides, he’d helped other people who were like me; people who were called sinners, like tax collectors.  He talked a lot about what he called God’s Kingdom.  “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God”.  That was one of his sayings.  “Love your enemies” was another – that would be difficult I thought.  My enemies were all those who had treated me with contempt.  He told us not to judge others.  That made me angry when I thought of the way those Pharisees judged me – all the time!   
But then there was the story about the man who offered to take a speck of dirt out of someone’s eye without realizing that he couldn’t see properly because he had a great big plank in his own eye.  People were laughing!  I wasn’t though.  I wasn’t sure who he was getting at – did I have a speck in my eye or a plank?  Did I judge others just as much as they judged me?  It was going to be hard, putting this man’s words into practice.  “Love your enemies, do good to them and lend to them without expecting to get anything back”, he went on.  “Then you will be sons and daughters of God, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked.  Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful” he said and just at that moment he looked right at me.  It was just as if I was the only one there and he was talking to me.  And I felt something happen.  I don’t know how to explain it, but I knew that despite all my faults, this Rabbi Jesus had extended mercy to me and allowed me to be forgiven – to feel completely clean just as if I had been washed in the river all over again.
I had to see him to say thank you, so that night I found out that he was going to have a meal at the Pharisee’s house.  I was determined to find a way to see him.  I had a little alabaster jar of ointment which I’d been keeping.  It was really expensive: the best.  I’d go and anoint Jesus and tell him how grateful I was.  
But it didn’t quite work out as I’d intended.  When I got there the meal was already underway.  Although I’d prepared something to say, when I got there I just knelt down at his feet and started crying.  I just couldn’t stop.  The tears burst out of me like a flood, all over his feet.  I felt so much love for this man and I was so incredibly grateful that I couldn’t even speak.  And then I looked at his feet and I was so shocked because they were all dirty and dusty as if he’d just come into the house.  What was the Pharisee thinking of?  Why had he not offered Jesus the common courtesy of having his feet washed?  So I opened the jar of ointment and poured them all over his poor feet and kissed them.  Everyone looked round at me then because the smell of the perfume filled the house.
I was still wondering why the Pharisee had invited Jesus and yet not treated him as a guest?  Could it be that he was judging Jesus?  I’d heard that they had criticized him for healing people on the Sabbath and even for eating with the wrong people, I mean, honestly!  
Jesus was talking to him now “Do you see this woman?”  he was asking.  Oh yes, he’d seen me alright.  He was squirming with embarrassment.   I thought someone was going to come and throw me out.  And then Jesus was telling everyone that I’d been forgiven.  Yes, he actually said it, but I already knew.  And when I looked at Simon he just looked so confused.  I actually felt sorry for him.  Because he didn’t understand Jesus at all.  He really didn’t.  He’d invited him into his house but still kept him at arm’s length.   He didn’t understand that Jesus could forgive sins.  And I’m sure I heard some of his cronies who were there muttering together about what Jesus had said to me.  
As I got up and left Jesus said to me “Go in peace”.  It was such a huge relief, a weight off my shoulders.  I could hold my head high now.
So what now?  I just want to follow him and to learn more.  Now that I’ve made a new start.  I want to be with the other women who go around with him and his 12 friends.  And they’ll accept me now, if they’ve understood Jesus’ teaching.  They won’t judge me now …… will they?
 
