Scripture Reading: Luke 7:36-50 

“Forgiveness is Free-Forgiving is Work”

Do you recall one of the most famous photos to come out of the Vietnam War--a small girl running down the road with an expression of unimaginable terror, her clothes burned off, and her body scorched by napalm? The man who coordinated the raid on this child's village in June 1971 was a 24-year old U.S. Army helicopter pilot and operations officer named John Plummer. The day after the raid conducted by South Vietnamese airplanes, Plummer saw the photo in the military newspaper "Stars and Stripes" and was devastated. "It just knocked me to my knees and that was when I knew I could never talk about this." The guilt over the raid had become a lonely torment. He suffered periodic nightmares that included the scene from the photo, accompanied by the sounds of children screaming.

The girl in the photo, (Pham Thi Kim), survived 17 operations, eventually relocated to Toronto and became an occasional goodwill ambassador for UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization). In 1996 Plummer heard that Kim would be speaking at a Veterans' Day observance in Washington, not far from his home.
"If I could talk face-to-face with the pilot who dropped the bombs, I would tell him we could not change history, but we should try to do good things for the present." Plummer, in the audience, wrote her a note, "I am that man," and asked an officer to take it to her. At the end of the speech, he pushed through the crowd to reach her and soon they were face-to-face. "She just opened her arms to me," Plummer recounted. "I fell into her arms sobbing." All I could say is, "I'm so sorry, I'm just so sorry."

"It's all right," Kim responded. "I forgive you. I forgive you
." 

How profound is the need to be forgiven and to forgive. You know it deep inside. You feel it. You need the freedom of being forgiven and forgiving. Have you ever stopped in the middle of the Lord's Prayer and said to yourself. "I can't do it!" The hurt that was inflicted upon you was so deep and so painful that there was no way you could see yourself forgiving the wrong. When you came to the words, "...forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors," you thought, "There's no way I can forgive this!"  There are times when the old saying may prove all too true, "To err is human, but to forgive is nearly impossible!" 
Jesus is greatly concerned about forgiveness.  He says in Mark 11:25 "Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so that your Father in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses." Or from Luke 6:37,"...Forgive, and you will be forgiven..." And of course in the Lord’s Prayer Christ teaches us to seek forgiveness for our own mistakes and offer the same forgiveness to others.  And today’s reading says, “But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.”  This is the proverbial, a rock and a hard place." Forgiveness and love go hand in hand.  If you can't forgive, you can't be forgiven.  If you can’t accept forgiveness, you can’t feel free in Christ. But we know the reality is that some of the wrongs we experience are so hurtful, there seems to be no way to let them go. Forgiveness is hard to give especially when it's really needed!
 
In our reading today there is a sudden appearance of a "questionable" woman at a dinner party. The dinner would have been in an open courtyard most likely.  Jesus would have been reclining at the table, sitting on the floor, with his feet behind him when this woman appeared and began to wash his feet.  It sounds absurd to us.  And it was absurd back then too.  Foot washing was normal practice back then but not how this one took place by an unclean person among Jewish Pharisees bound by ritual cleanliness laws.  Something incredibly important got to her and compelled her action.  Was it the care in Christ’s voice? Had she heard Jesus speak of God's absolute love and forgiveness?  Whatever the specifics of her regeneration of hope, it is clear that the amazing love of God came crashing through her hopelessness and promised a freedom she had never dreamed could happen for her.  No one had to "preach" this woman into a change of lifestyle. She became aware of the possibility of forgiveness and love and her heart was transformed. She needed forgiveness, she knew it, and she claimed it for herself.  She is closer to the heart of God than the pious religious leaders gathered at Simon's table.  
But remember the story isn’t about the woman.  Jesus is trying to teach the Simon and the Pharisees about the law and grace.  
For centuries, Bible readers have assumed that she was a prostitute but the bible does not say that. “We have no idea what this woman’s sin is; we simply know she is a sinner.  That is enough for Simon, who is horrified that Jesus would allow himself to be touched by this woman.  It is also enough for Jesus, who always sides with the sinner” (Melissa Scott textweek.com quote of the week, proper 6). Simon is bound by the law.  Jesus is bound by grace.  To help Simon understand the difference between law and grace, Jesus tells a story, pointing out that it is those who have been forgiven much who feel the greatest gratitude and love” 
Simon is unaware of his need for forgiveness. He is the true definition of "self righteous." Here's the really important thing? The woman's actions are a response of love for the depth of forgiveness she has received as a gift from God. The Pharisees actions are intended to "deserve" the favor of God as something earned for "good living". The woman's spiritual experience is based on grace and gratitude. Simon's spiritual experience is based on his own perceived goodness and gain.
John Jewell says, “Self sufficiency is a mark of distance from God. The less aware we are of our need for forgiveness, the greater the distance we have from God.”  A broken and contrite heart are acceptable to God, the Psalmist says, not because we are in pain, God isn’t like that, but because we realize we can’t stand on our own.  Our brokenness leads to revelation of who God is for us and how much we need to be lifted up.  Often feeling out of control is the only time when we find that God is control.  
But some people seem to hold on tightly to their issues.  It almost seems that they love their pain more than the freedom that God offers.  It seems nearly impossible to share forgiveness and mercy with someone when they can’t forgive themselves and seem snared by their mistakes in love with their identity as an unforgiveable person.  I met a person one time on the edge of life. Everything had gone wrong, the marriage, troubled teenage children, lost job, no hope, and no self-worth. This person asked me what I thought they had to live for. As I met the expectant eyes staring at me, I wondered did I have an answer.
“Your children,” I said.
“They hate me. I can’t even buy them clothes,” came the reply.
“Your spouse,” I tried again.
“Left….after I cheated,” was the retort.
“Yourself, you can start over,” I hoped.
“I have messed up everything in my life,” was the defense.
“God,” I suggested.
“Where, in all of this, is God? I have no family, no children, no job, I hate myself,” was the reply.

What do you say to that? Nothing. The silence slammed our bodies. The blow knocked our backs against the wall. We slid to our knees. We sat. Tears fell. Hands were held in my mind’s eye across the room. A cry came out from a buried face, a sob really, “God I have made a mess of my life…..How can I forgive myself?”

A song’s lyrics with great theology came to mind, “Convince yourself that everything is alright because it already is.”  Then I thought, “Of course it doesn’t seem that way right now in the midst of the quaking shoulders and the red, contorted face drenched in tears. The mourning needs to pass but strangely mercy will abound.  It is our greatest belief and hope.”

Then there was laughter from the other bunched up on the floor with the legs out to the side. Crazy laughter like a mystery was just revealed from the cosmos.
“You know I have a dog.”
“Yeah,” I said overly compassionate, reaching.
Laughing, the next reply came mixed with tears, “I forgot to feed him.”
I sat silently thinking, “Lord not the dog, too.”
But the crying eyes looked up with conviction, with hope, “You know I forgot to feed him and God he still loves me. Do you think….maybe….it means….that….I can go on?”

What a strange and divine place to find hope for God’s forgiveness to be revealed.  I believe in those little miracles though.  The person was asking, “Do you think because a dog loves me unconditionally it means that I have hope, that I can live life and love, and I am a worthy person?  Does it mean I can forgive myself?  Does it mean God loves me?  Does it mean God forgives me?”  Yes, Yes, Yes!    


It couldn’t be more of biblical truth.  We should add the story to the last page of your bible because it is a continuation of God’s love revealed to you in a miraculous way.  When we are broken our self-righteousness is washed away and the love of Christ breaks in.  A few days later this same person, looked new.  There was a light in their eyes.  They said, I didn’t realize how much I was in love in with my own sorrow.  It began to define me.  
God’s judgment really worked in a strange way.  They were bound by their own law of judgment.  But I believe you were forgiven long before you even messed up.  God’s mercy is there for us always.  We cannot change history, but we should try to do good things for the present. The amazing thing is that we doubt our own worthiness.  Then there is the guy, Jesus, the friend of sinners saying with every fiber of his being, “You are worthy.  Accept my gift to you.  Undeserved?  If the King of the cosmos says we deserve it who are we to say we are not worthy?”  Friends believe the good news.  In Jesus Christ we are forgiven.  Amen.
� A story taken from "The Forgiving Self" by Robert Karen, 2001.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.lectionarysermons.com/SL614.html" �"Maximum Forgiveness...Maximum Love,"� John Jewell, 1998.





