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This is the third in a series of five meditations on the feet of Jesus. In the first meditation, we pondered the passage from Isaiah 52 that says, “How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news.” We set our inner eyes upon the feet of Jesus as they walked over the dusty roads of Galilee and Judea, and we thought about how beautiful are the feet of Jesus bringing good news to all people.

Last week we meditated on the story of the tenth leper who was healed by Jesus of his leprosy. We put ourselves in the place of the tenth leper who returned to Jesus after he was healed and fell at the feet of Jesus in gratitude. We imagined ourselves there at the feet of Jesus and we thought about gratitude.

Tonight we’re going to think about the story in Luke 7:36-50, in which a woman washes Jesus’ feet with her tears and dries them with her hair, and she anoints his feet with ointment, and Jesus announces to her, “Your sins are forgiven.”

Luke 7:36-50

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. 37And 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. 38She 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. 

39Now 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.’ 

40Jesus spoke up and said to him, ‘Simon, I have something to say to you.’ 

‘Teacher,’ he replied, ‘speak.’ 

41‘A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed five hundred denarii,* and the other fifty. 42When they could not pay, he cancelled the debts for both of them. Now which of them will love him more?’ 

43Simon answered, ‘I suppose the one for whom he cancelled the greater debt.’ 

And Jesus* said to him, ‘You have judged rightly.’ 44Then turning towards 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. 45You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet. 46You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment. 47Therefore, 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.’ 

48Then he said to her, ‘Your sins are forgiven.’ 

49But those who were at the table with him began to say among themselves, ‘Who is this who even forgives sins?’ 

50And he said to the woman, ‘Your faith has saved you; go in peace.’

Now imagine what it was like for this woman. Close your eyes and let yourself enter this story in the Gospel. Imagine that you are the woman in the story. Your life has not been easy. When you were a young girl, your parents died, leaving you an orphan without any means of support. As a child, you begged for food and managed to survive, but as you got older, people weren’t as generous.

When you were almost at the point of death through malnutrition, you found that you were able to get enough food for the next meal by selling your body. You hated it and you felt shamed by it and you swore it was only as a last resort, but it became your way of life..

People shunned you when they found out. Children pointed at you and laughed. Women glared at you and avoided you. Men stared at you. They called you a sinner. Everywhere you went you heard that word, “Sinner.” You learned to live your life apart, but always with that word attached to you, “Sinner.”

The worst ones were the religious ones, the men who considered themselves especially pure and holy, the Pharisees. They would treat you with disdain and disgust, and they would turn others against you with a venom that was frightening.

Until one day when you heard this man Jesus speak. He had come unto the town andhe was speaking in the square, where everyone could listen. He was teaching the people who were gathered around. He spoke with such clam and peace, and he had such tenderness and compassion, you felt for the first time that you would not be condemned by him.

At one point he looked right  at you, and you felt understanding as you never had before. You felt that eh understood you – what you had to go through every day, what you had to live with, what your life was like, and he didn’t judge you for it. Something melted inside you, and for the first time you felt accepted for yourself and loved for who you were. You felt, for the first time in your life, forgiven.

From there you went away on feet of wings and you bought the most expensive jar of ointment you could find. Then you returned to the square and followed Jesus when he left with some of the men of the town. They entered the house of Simon, one of the Pharisees. Simon was the most rigid and the most demanding of all the Pharisees, but you went into the house because you were attracted to Jesus like a bee to a flower. You couldn’t stay away.

When the men took their places at the table for the meal, you went to Jesus’ feet and held them as you let your tears flow. They were tears of grief and joy at the same time, tears of relief at being forgiven and loved. You let your tears fall on his feet and you began to wash his feet with your hands and dry them with your hair.

He didn’t pull his feet away or show any embarrassment or discomfort, but he simply smiled at you, appreciating what you were doing. Even though you could feel the disapproval and awkwardness coming from Simon, the host, you were totally absorbed in washing his feet. You took the ointment and began to anoint his feet with it. The perfume filled the air.

Jesus spoke to Simon, “Simon, I have something to say to you. Do you see this woman? I mean, do you really see her? When I came in, you didn’t offer to wash my feet, but look at how she washes my feet with her tears. You didn’t give me a kiss, but she hasn’t stopped kissing my feet. You gave me no oil for my head, but she hasn’t stopped anointing my feet with oil. This woman has known great forgiveness and so she has shown great love, but you don’t know either forgiveness or love. You have a heart of stone, but she has a heart of love.”

As you listened to Jesus speak to him, you felt how wonderful it was to be defended from this self-righteous Pharisee. How wonderful it was to be protected by the gentle voice of Jesus. Finally, Jesus looked right at you, and in front of all the men there he said, “Your sins are forgiven. Your faith has saved you. Go in peace.” And from that day your life has not been the same.

The Gospel of Jesus Christ is a gospel of forgiveness. Jesus offers forgiveness to all people. His compassion and love embrace every human being, and he accepts everyone who comes to him. His forgiveness reaches out across the years to us right here tonight. Jesus forgives us.

It’s not necessary for us to dwell on what we’ve done wrong, or to obsess about our sins or the sins of others. What is important is for us to understand that Jesus forgives sins. He loves us so much that he died for us on a cross, and we are forgiven people.

All of us have experienced times when we’ve had to be forgiven by other people. Perhaps we offended someone by our words or by our actions. Perhaps we’ve had to apologize, or perhaps the forgiveness came without asking. But we all know what it’s like to be forgiven. 

When we’ve hurt someone else, we feel guilty, we feel embarrassed, and we often try to avoid the other person out of awkwardness. And the longer the time goes, the more awkward it becomes. When finally we’re offered forgiveness, it feels like such a relief.

Jesus told Simon the Pharisee that he didn’t feel much love because he’d never felt forgiven. I suppose he didn’t feel the need to be forgiven because he was so righteous, and he believed he’d never done anything wrong. If he could only have understood himself to be in need of forgiveness, he, too, would have been able to feel his heart flow with love like the woman who washed Jesus feet with her tears.

We’re all in need of forgiveness. If we don’t allow ourselves to be forgiven, we cut ourselves off from the life-giving flow of love that connects us to all other people and to God.

Being a Christian is not so much about being perfect as it is about accepting God’s forgiveness for being imperfect. Every Sunday when we gather to receive Holy Communion, we’re reminding ourselves of our need for forgiveness and we’re accepting God’s forgiveness when we receive the bread and wine at the altar rail.
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“Forgiven: washing the feet of Jesus”

1. What feelings did you have as you listened to the story of the woman who washed Jesus’ feet with her tears?

2. Did you identify with the woman who washed Jesus’ feet, or with Simon the Pharisee, or both?

3. Share a time when you were forgiven by another person.

4. How does coming to Communion help you feel forgiven?

