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Just Who is Among the Righteous?


Thought for Silent Reflection

Those who see themselves on the right path, the “Pharisees” among us, 

have the greatest difficulty seeing the real way to salvation.

Jim Rice, Sojourners
JUST WHO IS AMONG THE RIGHTEOUS?

Luke 7:36 – 8:3

As we enter today’s text we are early in Jesus’ Galilean ministry, he has already had several confrontations with the religious elite and has been traveling throughout the countryside performing miracles and telling parables. The Pharisees have heard of these exploits, realize that much could be at risk and are intrigued and concerned enough to want to learn more about this man.
Now one of the Pharisees invited Jesus to have dinner with him, so he went to the Pharisees house and reclined at the table. 37 When a woman who had lived a sinful life in that town learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee’s house, she brought an alabaster jar of perfume, 38 and as she stood behind him at his feet weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them, and poured perfume on them.
39 When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would know who is touching him, and what kind of woman she is – that she is a sinner.”

Jesus answered him, “Simon, I have something to tell you.” “Tell me, teacher, “he said.

41 “Two men owed money to a certain money lender. One owed him five hundred denari, the other fifty. 42 Neither of them had the money to pay him back, so he cancelled the debts of both. Now which of them will love him more?”
Simon replied, “I suppose the one who had the bigger debt cancelled.” “You have judged correctly,” Jesus said.
44 The he turned toward the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with your tears and wiped them with her hair. 45 You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. 46 You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet. 47 Therefore I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven – for she loved much. But he, who has been forgiven little, loves little.”

48 Then Jesus said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 49 The other guests began to say among themselves, “Who is this who even forgives sins?” 50 Jesus said to the woman, “Your faith has served you go in peace.”

8:1 After this Jesus traveled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God. The Twelve were with him, 2 and also some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) from whom seven demons had come out; 3 Joanna the wife of Cuza, the manager of Herod’s household; Susanna; and many others. These women were helping to support them out of their own means.
This text has always been a confusing one for me as never could quite understand Jesus’ interaction with Simon, the Pharisee, or hie role in the parable itself. That was until I read Jim Rice’s comment in Sojourners recently, which by the way I used as the thought for today’s Silent Reflection. That “it is often, those who see themselves on the right path, the ‘Pharisees’ among us, who have the greatest difficulty seeing any alternative way to being right in the eye’s of God.”
It was then I recalled a story I once read about a middle aged couple, Jose and Herlinda Estradada. Jose left one afternoon to go jogging. About an hour later Herlinda answered a knock at the door only to find a stony faced constable standing there. Her first thought was that her 27 year old son had been in an accident. Then the constable asked her husband’s name. And then, “Does he have a red truck?”
When she responded “yes” he told her that her husband had had a heart attack and had been taken to the local hospital. He offered to take her to the hospital but by the time they arrived he was already dead. She was then escorted to a small room where she identified the body, signed the death certificate and then returned to the waiting room where she asked if the constable would make the first few calls to her family.

Within minutes family and friends began gathering to comfort her. Not long after that in walked a relative no one expected: Jose Estrada himself. At first it didn’t register she recalled. “And then I started screaming, ‘You’re alive, you’re alive! They told me you were dead.” And he said, “I’m ok- I was worried about you.” For he had rushed to the hospital after someone had told him that his wife had had a heart attack.

You are probably asking, just how did this case of mistaken identity happen? Well it seems that while Jose was jogging another person working out had had a coronary. Emergency medics and the constable were summoned, but they could find no identification on the man. The only clue was a set of GM car keys which the constable tried on the doors of several GM cars in the area.

Despite the 26,000 to 1 odds the keys had opened the Jose’s red GM truck. And the license check had led to the Estrada house.

So then how about the misidentified body? 

You need to put yourself in Mrs. Estrada’s state of mind. She had just learned of the death of who she thought was her husband. There was tape on his eyes and mouth so she couldn’t tell if he had a moustache. The man had the same shoes, radio and shorts as Jose; he even had the same belt. In fact, she had even asked the constable if he thought the man was Mexican.
Now Jose had returned from his jog only to find the house curiously deserted. Then the phone rang: it was from his wife’s boss, who had received a call from the hospital. She said, “Jose you’re alive!” And then she said, “Oh, my God don’t tell me it was Herlinda.”

Jose then raced to the hospital, walked up to none other than the constable and told him he was looking for Herlinda Estrada. The constable pointed him to a consultation room filled with wailing friends and family. Expecting the worst he walked in. 

Many walk through the journey of our lives oblivious to how we affect others or how they affect us and sometimes we need a jolt to wake up from our apathy, our slumber, our “take it for granted existence” that nothing needs to change. When such a jolt occurs, such as in the jolt of coincidence that Estradas experienced, we often begin to look at our lives in a different light. We begin to look at our lives - and at each other with fresh eyes.

As with many of Jesus’ parables, this one is directed at the person listening rather than the person who it is about. And as with most of his parables, it is about the things one needs to change in their lives if they want to become right with God. Like our story about the Estradas, they are designed to wake us up from our apathy and jolt us to the realization of things that we need to see with fresh eyes. In this case, it is about Simon’s, and the other Pharisee’s, need to see that they too, require forgiveness if they are to ever be right with God. It is about their need to see things through other eyes than their own. It is about what they have to change if they ever want to be seen as righteous in God’s eyes.
Yes the heart of this text is Jesus’ conversation with Simon, the Pharisee. While Simon has invited Jesus to break bread and welcomes him in, he does so with an ulterior motive and a skeptical bent: If this man was true prophet, he would have known about the woman (39). Jesus is aware of Simon’s doubt but he also knows much more; he knows Simon’s heart. The parable Jesus tells is not directed at the woman, who is the righteous one in the story, but at Simon. Jesus goes on to explain that her acts of love and hospitality are not only good deeds but also a sign that she has been forgiven much. She is not forgiven because of her acts but rather, he explains, she does the acts because she has been forgiven.

So as with many parables, the most meaningful- and the most indicting part of the message- is what is unsaid. The one to whom little is forgiven, Jesus says, loves little (47). At this juncture Simon is unlikely to miss the point. For being a righteous man, trying to do the right thing and live in a godly manner he most likely assumed that he had little to be forgiven for. But Jesus’ point is that all of us, especially those considered righteous, are in need of forgiveness and those who see themselves as already being on the right path have the hardest time understanding this.
It is nearly impossible for most of us to comprehend a God who forgives without merit, who loves us anyway, and who keeps calling us home. We are told that the one thing that shuts out God from our lives is self-sufficiency. You might even say that the greatest sin of all is a consciousness of no sin, or little sin, and therefore one is in little need of forgiveness. All we are being asked to do is to be willing to submit to God’s will and God’s desire for our lives, to forgive as we are forgiven, to treat others as we want to be treated with no strings attached, leave the judging up to God and to risk loving others with no expectations of getting anything in return. We need to learn to rely totally on God. God has promised that we will be cared for and we must learn to trust that promise no matter how crazy it may sound at the time. This is what it takes to be righteous and it is this news, this jolting news, that more often that not confuses most of us about salvation and about God’s saving grace but it is also this type jolting news that can help us too, realize that we need to be willing to look at the world through fresh eyes if we ever expect to be seen as righteous. That is God’s will, that is God’s covenant and that is God’s challenge.
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