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Based on Luke 7:36 - 8:3

Well - what did you think of the gospel story today?  I'm sure you've heard it many times.  

But don't you just love it?  The story describes Jesus getting the better of one of the pharisees, so 

that's always a good story in my books.  I'm sure we all take heart in stories where the “sinner” 

receives God's grace.  Besides; if we don't read the story too carefully it seems like a classic story 

of good versus evil - the good, poor, marginalized woman versus the evil, rich, powerful man.  

That's what the gospels are all about, right?  We believe all that, right?  We believe that 

Jesus supported the marginalized and was critical of the rich and the powerful.

[get opinions – what do you think of the gospel story?]

But perhaps we need to read the story a bit more carefully - a bit more slowly - and resist 

the urge to race ahead to the big conclusion where Jesus puts the pharisee in his place.  Perhaps 

there is more meaning to be had in this story if we slow down.

For one thing - do you think that Jesus criticized the pharisee for not providing Jesus with 

refreshments?  Yes - in a way.  But notice - Jesus didn't criticize the pharisee at all until the 

pharisee made judgmental statements about the woman.  And then, Jesus uses the hospitality of 

the woman to demonstrate to the pharisee that the woman was welcome to be included.

I don't believe that Jesus was critical of the pharisee's lack of hospitality so much as Jesus 

was critical of the pharisee's judgmental attitude.  Jesus certainly cared about that!

Or perhaps Jesus was annoyed at the pharisee all along, but it took the pharisee's 

judgmental statement to push Jesus over the edge.

Either way, Jesus seems to not like judgmental and self-righteous statements or ideas.

And that's where this story starts to get interesting for me.  I was raised to hear this story 

as a battle between good end evil.  I was raised to hear this story and see the woman in a positive 

light.  I was raised to hear this story and see the pharisee in a negative light.
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But how do I do that without becoming self-righteous myself?   My natural urge is to 

decide that the woman is ok, but the pharisee does not belong in God's kingdom.  But if I do that 

then I've missed the point of the story.  If I do that, then I've looked at the pharisee the same way 

that the pharisee looks at the woman.  And we know that Jesus wasn't impressed by that.

The trick is to not look at the pharisee the same way that the pharisee looked at the 

woman.  If we do that – we've completely missed the point of the story.

[discussion - How should we look at self-righteous people and avoid becoming self-righteous 

ourselves.]

In the story, the pharisee was amazed that Jesus lets the prostitute touch him.  But in our 

liberal United Church, we are not amazed by that.  Of course Jesus will eat with the outcasts and 

the marginalized.  Of course Jesus will visit with the destitute and the incarcerated.

Perhaps today - in our church - we should be more amazed that Jesus ate with the 

pharisee.  And not only did Jesus eat with the pharisee, but Jesus spent the time and interacted 

with the pharisee.  Jesus did not simply write him off.  Jesus invested his time with the pharisee.  

Jesus takes the pharisee seriously.

I don't know about you, but I often struggle to do that myself.  It seems far easier to just 

write some people off!  What else should we do with the “bad guys” in our own lives?

The trick is to not look at the pharisee the same way that the pharisee looked at the 

woman.  If we do that - we've completely missed the point of the story.

I've even noticed this trend in our liturgies.  Sometimes, after a global crisis of some sort, 

we get a note from the national church or some other organization with a prayer to be used 

during worship.  And often, the prayers are for the victims of a tragedy.  Fair enough.  But in 

cases where a crisis is caused by other people, what do we do about the perpetrators?  Do the 

prayers from the national office include prayers for the perpetrators as well as the victims.

Historically, the answer has usually been, "no".  No, historically, we don't pray for the 

“bad guys.”  And that's only natural.  I mean - how many of us complain about our federal 

government?  And how many of us include our current prime minister in our personal prayers?  

Exactly!
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According to the CBC, during our recent recession Canadian banks received $114 Billion 

from Canadian taxpayers.  That quite a gift!  But how many of us prayed for those bankers?  Did 

we pray that they would go to heaven - or did we just tell them to go to hell?

To quote Joyce Hollyday, “Many of us, it seems, find it easier to minister to people in 

trouble or in need than to listen to those with a different viewpoint - especially if, in our view, 

they are deemed among the 'oppressors.'  Our unwillingness to engage or listen leads to just as 

much brokenness as theirs.  Judgmentalism and self-righteousness are sin, no matter what guise 

they come in.”1

But I am delighted to say that that trend is changing over time.  This week I received an 

email from the “Aboriginal Justice Team”.  I quote:

“Dear friends.  Christian Peacemaker Teams was invited to send a team to Elsipogtog 

Reserve in New Brunswick following arrests of Indigenous and non-Indigenous activists, who 

are protesting the threat of the environmentally destructive 'fracking' process.  Please share the 

following prayer with your faith communities and contacts. Follow the AJT Facebook Page for 

more information as this situation develops.

Pray for Mi'kmaq and Maliseet people and their allies in New Brunswick, protesting 

seismic testing and plans for fracking, threatening to contaminate land and water. Pray for all 

involved, for courage among supporters, safety for activists, and wisdom and a good mind for 

police.”

Imagine that.  Protesters praying for the police who are arresting them.  Praying for the 

“oppressors”.  Perhaps over time, this prayer will expand even further, and include the people 

whose only interest in the project is financial gain.

So on the one hand, the gospel story is disturbing to us because Jesus accepts and works 

with the pharisee.  Jesus accepts and works with a judgmental and self-righteous person.  But 

really, it's a good thing, because we often catch ourselves being self-righteous too.

Because it turns out it is very easy to slide into feeling self-righteousness.  It's very easy 

for each of us to slide into the delusion that we really have the handle on life, or faith, or use of 

power, or control.

1 www.sojo.net (Sojourners Magazine) subscriber materials.
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In what ways are we tempted to exclude the “pharisees” in our own midst?  

[discussion - And who are those people?]

We should always engage with people we can't stand because they have so much to teach 

us about ourselves.  We can learn from them - and frequently we can learn from our own 

reactions to them.  The next time you are with a person you can't stand – try to reflect on what 

that says about you.  What is it that you are reacting to?  And what is the underlying root of that 

reaction?  I do that all the time myself - and it is one of the true gifts of prison ministry, where I 

am repeatedly faced with people that I have immediate negative reactions to.  What a gift!

Often, something we just can't stand about others is in fact something we don't like about 

ourselves.  And that's why engaging with people we don't like can be so powerful.  That's also 

why we often avoid it!

Jesus's model of community included people he may not have liked.  People who had 

different ideas.  People who had different expectations.  People who might be considered as 

“oppressive”.  My prayer for each of us over the coming summer is that we will all have many 

opportunities to engage with people we don't like - and that we will learn a lot about ourselves in 

the process.

Remember that Jesus ate with sinners and with pharisees.

Amen.
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