Sidetracked? (cool)
Reconnect – January 27, 2008
Text: Luke 7:36-48
Key Thought: We all desperately need God and His forgiveness in our lives – and to believe or live any other way only hurts ourselves and others.    
36One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to come to his home for a meal, so Jesus accepted the invitation and sat down to eat.  37A certain immoral woman heard he was there and brought a beautiful jar filled with expensive perfume.  38Then she knelt behind him at his feet, weeping.  Her tears fell on his feet, and she wiped them off with her hair.  Then she kept kissing his feet and putting perfume on them.  39When the Pharisee who was the host saw what was happening and who the woman was, he said to himself, “This proves that Jesus is no prophet.  If God had really sent him, he would know what kind of woman is touching him.  She’s a sinner!”  40Then Jesus spoke up and answered his thoughts.  “Simon,” he said to the Pharisee, “I have something to say to you.”  “All right, Teacher,” Simon replied.  “go ahead.”  41Then Jesus told him this story: “A man loaned money to two people – five hundred pieces of silver to one and fifty pieces to the other.  42But neither of them could repay him, so he kindly forgave them both, cancelling their debts.  Who do you suppose loved him more after that?”  43Simon answered, “I suppose the one for whom he cancelled the larger debt.”  “That’s right,” Jesus said.  44Then he turned to the woman and said to Simon, “Look at this woman kneeling here.  When I entered your home, you didn’t offer me water to wash the dust from my feet, but she has washed them with her tears and wiped them with her hair.  45You didn’t give me a kiss of greeting, but she has kissed my feet again and again from the time I first came in.  46You neglected the courtesy of olive oil to anoint my head, but she has anointed my feet with rare perfume.  47I tell you her sins – and they are many – have been forgiven, so she has shown me much love.  But a person who is forgiven little shows only little love.”  48Then Jesus said to the woman, “Your sins are forgiven.”  (Luke 7:37-48, NLT) 
Series Intro: Sidetracked?
· This morning is the conclusion of our “Sidetracked?” series
· As you might know from painful experience, to be sidetracked is to be working really hard and thinking you’re making great progress at something, only to realize that you’re going in the wrong direction, and everything you’ve done isn’t as great as you thought it was – or it’s worthless
· If 2008 is going to be a year of positive change, we’re going to have to make the right choices in some critical areas, and we don’t want to be sidetracked
· Two weeks ago was about letting people in, and we looked at how Jesus did just that with someone off the bottom of the social scale, a leper; and then last week we talked about how Jesus is looking for us to trust Him and take a risk, as  we looked at the Palestinian Apprentice, the rich young ruler
· This morning our series on Sidetracked? concludes with (cool) – with another encounter that Jesus had – with a third very different kind of person 
Intro: Lessons I learned in Grade Nine 

· If your high school was anything like mine, you had quite an education in just your first couple of days in Grade 9 – and it wasn’t anything you learned in a class
· Being a fresh faced “minor niner”, I had little idea what to expect – especially since I never even went to a middle school – it was straight from elementary to high school in beautiful Brockville, Ontario
· I’d read everything the school had sent home – I knew what classes I was in, I had my “Dudley” lock, and some freshly sharpened pencils and binders – and so I thought I was pretty ready
· Not so true – a few days in I had learned many things, many of them about lockers, which I’d never had before
· People stored many sorts of things in their lockers – drugs to use, straws from McDonalds, porn, really old gym clothes, napkins from McDonalds, drugs to sell,  small Grade 9’s, musical instruments and who knows what else
· They also DID all kinds of things at their lockers – like fix their hair, get changed... and have blissful moments (or longer) of PDA between classes
PDA’s (Public Display of Affection)

· Ah, yes – public displays of affection
· Sometimes you would see a couple making out from a long distance down the hall, and you could appropriately avoid them

· Sometimes, though, you would just come around a corner and SMOOCH – there they were – and you’d try not to get any saliva on you

· They were special sorts, those PDA people – they didn’t SAY much, but I guess they had discovered other ways of communicating

· And at first, as any single minor niner might, I was like, “Hmmm... maybe one day, that can be ME and some hottie from the math club”

· But then after a couple of too-close encounters, I realized: no-one should have to see that – the PDA’s put themselves into a very separate social class of themselves and... well, that was about it

· Why do PDA’s make us uncomfortable?  It’s just two people being friendly – OK, really friendly with each other – shouldn’t we just not be so uptight about it?

· But it’s not cool – it’s cool to have a significant other, but not to have the PDA, because the PDA is just too needy, and needy is not cool

Jesus and PDA’s

· One day Jesus found himself in the middle of a PDA, believe it or not, that grossed out everyone else around him – that the rest of the room found very “uncool” – and that’s what I’d like to look at this morning

Read Text: Luke 7:36-50
36One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to come to his home for a meal, so Jesus accepted the invitation and sat down to eat.  37A certain immoral woman heard he was there and brought a beautiful jar filled with expensive perfume.  38Then she knelt behind him at his feet, weeping.  Her tears fell on his feet, and she wiped them off with her hair.  Then she kept kissing his feet and putting perfume on them.  39When the Pharisee who was the host saw what was happening and who the woman was, he said to himself, “This proves that Jesus is no prophet.  If God had really sent him, he would know what kind of woman is touching him.  She’s a sinner!”  40Then Jesus spoke up and answered his thoughts.  “Simon,” he said to the Pharisee, “I have something to say to you.”  “All right, Teacher,” Simon replied.  “go ahead.”  41Then Jesus told him this story: “A man loaned money to two people – five hundred pieces of silver to one and fifty pieces to the other.  42But neither of them could repay him, so he kindly forgave them both, cancelling their debts.  Who do you suppose loved him more after that?”  43Simon answered, “I suppose the one for whom he cancelled the larger debt.”  “That’s right,” Jesus said.  44Then he turned to the woman and said to Simon, “Look at this woman kneeling here.  When I entered your home, you didn’t offer me water to wash the dust from my feet, but she has washed them with her tears and wiped them with her hair.  45You didn’t give me a kiss of greeting, but she has kissed my feet again and again from the time I first came in.  46You neglected the courtesy of olive oil to anoint my head, but she has anointed my feet with rare perfume.  47I tell you her sins – and they are many – have been forgiven, so she has shown me much love.  But a person who is forgiven little shows only little love.”  48Then Jesus said to the woman, “Your sins are forgiven.”    (Luke 7:37-48, NLT) 
A Closer Look:
· v36 – “one of the Pharisees” – we find out later that his name was Simon – and he was a member of a visible religious group in Jesus’ time
· They were the “good guys” – the ones that you didn’t have to worry about locking your donkey when you were in their neighbourhood

· They believed that the Bible should be taken seriously and that it was true – they believed that following God was serious business – they believed that their society had lost their way, and that what they needed to do was humbly find their way back by serving others and God

· Or at last, that’s what they had ORIGINALLY believed – but by the time of Jesus, this group had largely lost their way, to where they figured that they were God’s gift to the rest of their society, that they were the only ones who really knew the truth, and that everyone else was just be tolerated as they lived their lives

· Not only that, but they had become very money- and influence-driven, as well – their good habits had helped them rise in society and they were taking a leadership role

· In fact, if you haven’t figured it out already, they were the Conservatives of their time – the Right-Wing Evangelicals, the people who went to church every Sunday and tried to live good moral lives every other day

· There were many good, sincere people in their ranks – but as a group and especially in their leadership, they had lost their way

· When you read the bios of Jesus’ life, they are in opposition to Him again and again, which really messed people up – because if anyone should have “gotten” what Jesus was all about, it should have been them – the good churchgoers, the pillars of society

· But instead, it seemed that all the riff-raff went for Jesus, and the Pharisees... well, I’m getting ahead of myself

· v36 – “sat down to eat” – actually, they reclined at long, low tables, rather than sitting down at tables as we do today – different time, different culture – which Da Vinci didn’t understand when he painted the “Last Supper”

·  v37 – “a certain immoral woman” – the Greek word here is “hamartolos” – basically, it’s someone who is very spiritually “uncool” – she’s a loser, morals-wise – she’s made a lot of mistakes, she’s well known in the community
· And in fact, when I think of her, I see a woman who has been used – she was beautiful once, and still, perhaps in a very dim light, one might think she was – but the lines in face show that she’s had a hard life, and she’s been hard used by men who found her attractive and then left her behind

· She’s been talked about behind her back for years and years by the “righteous” people of her close-knit neighbourhood – and she’s always been the outsider – the object of the gossip – “Did you SEE?”  “I couldn’t BELIEVE”, “Well, I NEVER”...

· She must have snuck her way into this gathering – there are a lot of people there, watching the important people reclining, as well as servants – and Simon is lapping up the attention, because Jesus is at HIS house, eating His food, lying on HIS couch

· So while some people have noticed her, they are used to ignoring her – and they don’t see what she’s carrying

· v37 – “a beautiful jar filled with expensive perfume” – literally, an “alabastron” – a perfume container made of alabaster stone, with its origins in religious ritual – filled with a perfume called “myrrh” – which was one of the most beautiful smelling fragrances of the Middle East, and also a key ingredient of the perfume called “anointing oil” that was used in the Jewish temple rituals
· In a culture that didn’t have ready access to much running water for bathing, it was literally worth its weight in gold – this is an incredibly expensive box that she’s carrying – and what’s she doing with that, anyway?  Her most valuable possession should be safely hidden in her house, close to where she sleeps... 

· v38 – “then she knelt behind him at his feet, weeping” – she positions herself at the far end of the couch that Jesus is at, near his feet

· Now keep in mind, this is a premodern culture – Jesus walked everywhere, often for miles a day, on dusty roads that were covered not only in mud, but in poop from the pack animals and horses that pulled the wealthy
· Everyone has the same problem in this culture, so it’s not a weird thing to have feet that stink – but they definitely do, and it’s definitely NOT cool to be down at that end of the couch 

· And there’s something else – she’s weeping – and not just a little tear in her eye, not just a little mist, but the tears are FALLING – she is completely unglued, sobbing

· Her tears are falling on his feet – gross enough

· But then she starts to do something else – and you need to imagine, once people realize where the blubbering noise is coming from, they’re looking over

· And she’s uncovered her hair, and she’s let it down, and she’s wiping her tears off his feet with her HAIR

· And again, we’ve got to understand something about a very different time and culture – women were expected to dress very modestly – not quite the burkhas of some cultures today, but more towards that – and their hair was seen as their “glory” – the most sacred part of them, and what shouldn’t be shared or seen by a man except one’s husband or another family member

· When they were in public, their hair was up and covered – anything else marked a woman as a prostitute

· So here this sobbing woman is, snuffling around Jesus’ feet, and she’s got her hair out, and she’s wiping his feet with it

· Can you imagine the conversation abruptly stopping?  With only the sound of sobbing – there is only complete silence otherwise, other than perhaps the muttering of people saying how dare she, and they never thought she would dare do this, and that’s disgusting, and even perverse
· v39 – “he said to himself, “This proves that Jesus is no prophet” – in this extremely awkward moment, Simon is thinking, and he’s not thinking kind thoughts about the woman OR about Jesus
· How is Jesus letting himself be involved in this PDA?  The proper response in the society would be to drive the woman away from yourself, with curses and blows if necessary – and the rest of the room was more than ready to oblige, at the slightest indication that this was what Jesus would want – but still, He does nothing

· He must not “get it” – how uncool this woman really is – what’s she’s done, who she is, where she’s been – and if He doesn’t get THIS no-brainer situation, how smart can he be on any OTHER subject? 

· v40 – “Then Jesus spoke up and answered his thoughts” – I love this part – at the very moment Simon is thinking that Jesus is absolutely clueless – He can’t be from God, He’s not a prophet, He doesn’t get anything – Jesus reads his mind and replies OUT LOUD to what Simon is only THINKING – so cool!

· Simon tries not to choke on his salad plate as he says, “OK – what did you want to say to me?” 

· v41-43 – “Then Jesus told him this story...” – this was a favourite teaching technique of Jesus – we call the stories he told to help people understand things about God “parables” – 

· He would take examples from everyday life and use them to point out truth about life and about God – like illustrations, except a lot of times he wouldn’t tell people what they meant – and in a culture that didn’t have TV, this was something that people LOVED – they would take it, talk about it, mull it over – sort of like a TV show that blows your mind that you’re talking about at work the day after – “What did YOU think it meant?”
· This time, the story is pretty straightforward – a man loans money to two people – five hundred to one, and fifty to the other – the Greek word for the sort of money used means about a day’s wages – so let’s call that $100, and so we could say $50000 gets lent to one, and $5000 to the other person

· And strangely enough, since neither can repay it, the man decides to be generous and forgives them both their debts

· Now a story like that would NEVER happen, either in their time or ours, right?

· When you think your bank is doing something really nice for you, 10 times out of 10, it’s just a mistake

· We all love the VISA commercials where they shake their bill and all the charges disappear – but that only happens in the commercials, not in real life

· So Jesus says, “Which person is more grateful?”

· And Simon says – DUUUHHH! – “the one who made out better – who made more free money!”
· v44-46 – “Then he turned to the woman and said to Simon” – Simon doesn’t seem to see the bigger picture – and he still hasn’t maybe put it all together, that Jesus is reading his thoughts – so Jesus paints it large for him and gives him a lesson in hospitality
· It turns out that the woman, through this “offensive PDA”, has been treating Jesus much better than Simon has – who has been priding himself on having Jesus and his crew over for lunch

· She’s washed his feet, she’s greeted him, she’s anointed him – religious word intentionally used – here this woman is doing what everyone considers indecent, and Jesus labels it as an act of worship and religious devotion 

· v47 – “I tell you her sins – and they are many – have been forgiven, so she has shown me much love” – so Jesus does know all about her – but he doesn’t let her past dictate his response to her – and in fact, her conduct has been because she has realized that she is desperate for God, and in desperate need of him, too

· And then Jesus sticks it to Simon: “A person who is forgiven little shows only little love” – in other words, Simon needs God’s forgiveness just as much as the woman – and yet, he hasn’t received it, because he’s been too busy convincing himself he’s better than anyone else, and that God is lucky to have him 


· v48-“Your sins are forgiven” – she has been made right with God, because she has recognized her desperate need and come to Jesus in humility and brokenness and sorrow – and God has responded, and transformed her life for good
An Uncomfortable Truth:
· “Get her out of here” – even 2000 years later, she still speaks to us – or rather, doesn’t speak – none of her words have been recorded for us – just her sobs
· She makes all of us uncomfortable, and we don’t like that AT ALL – either we’re nothing like her, or we’re just like her, only separated by degrees

· And she’s not even trying to make us uncomfortable – she has no idea – she just knows that she has a great need that no-one else can meet but Jesus

· All of our sophisticated spiritual ideas, all of our notions and justifications and explanations that we work into our relationship with Jesus – whatever they are – none of them can stand up to her, quietly sobbing, just behind Him
· Jesus is recorded by another biographer as praising her by saying during this encounter that wherever the story of him would be told, so would this episode – it was that important to him

· She is the only one with the courage, the boldness, the certainty of her need to be able to demonstrate what everyone else in the room should be doing, but isn’t – she has clarity, no-one else does – and yet she takes no satisfaction in that, she simply wants to make it clear to Jesus how sorry she is – she is seeking forgiveness because she sees that He can give it – He is God
· If we claim to be nothing like her, then we separate ourselves from Jesus, based on what HE said to the man who tried to take that approach

· If we accept that we ARE like her, then we must ask ourselves if we are acting on our need for Jesus or not – and if not, then why not?  Because it is the most important thing

Need is not cool – want is cool

· But need is not cool - what we need is never cool – “I have to go pee” is not cool and never will be – but wanting things is cool – we want what’s cool, to add to our lives

· Needs on the other hand, aren’t cool – they’re hot – imperative to us – they’re not something that’s added on, they’re something that’s needed to complete

· Cool – not just socially acceptable but something that implies a distance – “cool” media, not engaging directly – that kind of thing

· Needs are hot – not in the Paris way – they’re necessary and directly engaging – and that’s what our faith is meant to be, if anything

· If we’re so worried about portraying our faith as cool to those who we live our lives alongside – those people to whom we want to demonstrate that God is real, He matters and He cares -  and being cool on Sunday mornings towards God – that we can take Him or leave Him – then we are missing out just like everyone else was at that business/networking lunch that day so long ago
Forgiveness – not a cool thing anymore
· The woman’s need – just like the old doctor’s need in the ER clip – is for forgiveness – to be released from the penalty of all of the mistakes she has made over the course of her life

· But even if we might identify with her, I find it interesting that forgiveness is not really a socially acceptable idea anymore

· When confronted with a wrong, we either generally “deny, deny, deny” – “it wasn’t me, it never happened, you’re wrong, what are you talking about, how dare you say that to me” or we “blame, blame, blame” – “it’s not my fault, you don’t know what my childhood was like, it was their fault, they did this, I didn’t know any better”

· There’s very little sense of personal responsibility anymore – whether in our work lives, or with our neighbours, or even our friends and families

· No-one wants to say, “I messed up” – “I was wrong” – “It’s my fault” – and that is a tragic lack of courage, and a fear of consequences

· No-one likes fessing up to anything – there’s no pleasure in it – but without taking personal responsibility, there cannot be any forgiveness, AT ALL

· Unfortunately, it seems that our society has collectively agreed to ignore this relationship between the two, and so you have people trying to forgive other people, or at least move on from what they’ve done, without there being any real remorse or contrition, other than the remorse that comes with getting caught, from the person that caused the situation in the first place

· And forgiveness can’t happen without a taking of responsibility

Postmodern theology

· Even the ways we are currently thinking about God and Christianity in our postmodern era are reflecting this tendency

· There is much less of a focus on personal responsibility or need for forgiveness by God, and much more emphasis on the collective, societal aspect of faith

· God loves you, let’s love each other and do good things, and so let’s just move on from there

· If people will realize the love of God, then they can jump in and start doing the same things

· It’s a beautiful picture – “I’d like to teach the world to sing, in perfect harmony, I’d like to buy the world a Coke, and keep it company” – or whatever the words are

· But if that’s all there is, then why didn’t Jesus make that his message, and why did he ever have to die on a cross?

· The cool thing in church circles right now is to be emergent – postmodern – tolerant of everything and everyone, and “rethink” the terms of our faith – make accessible ( more acceptable to the mainstream – that faith isn’t just something that is private and personal, that it’s more than just “me and Jesus”, and that we have a duty to become very involved in the world

· And that, as far as it goes, is a good thing – but unfortunately, because we all want to be cool, it can lead to making us indistinguishable from any other group that tells its people to be nice and that Jesus loves them – there’s no price tag for that, no demand to change, no call to follow – and ultimately, no forgiveness because there’s nothing to be forgiven for
· Jesus wasn’t killed as a criminal because he was a nice guy or because he told people that He loved them – He threatened the entire social order with the claims he made about himself, and he didn’t make room for anyone else – it was either him or the highway, all or nothing
Not a crutch – it’s a cast

· I was thinking this week of how some people disdain having a personal relationship with God because they say that it’s a “crutch” – something for weak-minded, hurting people who have something wrong between the ears to ever believe such things – they’re just looking for comfort

· That’s been addressed by many different people who speak on Sunday mornings – but I was thinking about it this week, and for me, it’s not a crutch: it’s a cast

· We come to God realizing that we are broken and need to be cured – God then promptly breaks even more things, and then puts us in a cast – a mould, designed to make us into what He would have us be, to have the shape that He knows that we need to have

· A cast is all or nothing – if you leave it on (and you don’t scratch underneath it) it will do its work, and you should be fine

· But if you take it off, then of course, it’s not going to do its work – it will ultimately be worthless – there is no halfway

· I think a relationship with God is like that – Jesus pointed at this woman to say to everyone there that day that she was them, but without the fakeness, with the walls torn down

· He offers us His love, and just as importantly, His forgiveness, which will set us free from our past, which will allow us to be who we were always meant to be – the confidence to go and do what He wants us to do and make a difference in His world

· If we downplay that offer and the allegiance to Him that taking it demands, then all we do is deceive ourselves – and hurt ourselves and those others who are watching our lives

· Following God is ultimately not cool – it never is – it’s incredible, rewarding, fun, challenging, painful and gut-wrenching, but it is not cool, because while the world is interested in Jesus, it is more interested in keeping what He calls it to give up for Him
Key Thought: We all desperately need God and His forgiveness in our lives – and to believe or live any other way only hurts ourselves and others.    

Conclusion: A debt that could never be repaid

· Jerome Kerviel – not a name that anyone would know three days ago – but suddenly he is everywhere

· Why?  He’s the rogue trader who cost one of France’s oldest banks, the Societe Generale, about $7 billion in losses on the market, as he gambled it away making bad trade after bad trade when the market crashed last week

· The bank has been around for over a hundred years, and yet there’s an outside chance that this may actually destroy it, without a lot of help from the French government

· He’s not talking – so it’s not clear WHAT he was thinking – but rest assured, he is about the least popular person in France right now

· What a screw-up!  What kind of arrogance would it take to DO that?  His profession is known for needing a lot of confidence and aggressiveness, but he definitely takes the cake – not only making horrendous trades, but covering his tracks and evading his bosses and regulators in order to keep making them

· The world looks at him today and says, “Wow – what a an absolute loser” – someone that is absolutely beyond forgiveness, let alone tolerance or any kind of respect, with the mistakes that he’s made, that have affected so many people other than just him

· How will he be punished?  How could he be punished enough?  He can never pay it back, that’s for sure – what do you DO with someone like that?

· And yet, from God’s perspective, there’s a little Jerome in all of us, isn’t there?  We hurt ourselves, we hurt others, and then we deny that we need anything from God – like serving Him to whatever extent we do is a favour from us to Him

· And yet today, we are in desperate need of God – His help, His love... His grace, not to give us what we deserve, but instead, what being someone who He loves allows us to have – a relationship with Him, a confidence that He is for us, and a gratitude that He would do all of this for us

· And He has – may we never get too comfortable with all that He’s done – may we never give off any kind of vibe that says that when we get together on Sundays that we’re doing HIM a favour – because we are all desperately in need of Him – and it’s not cool, and it should never be – it’s a raw need – but He meets it, He finds us, He changes us – and all we can do is thank Him

Response: “Wholly Yours”
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