Luke 7:36-50
Writer David Dunn tells a story of a woman waiting for a train in a big city station.  While she was sitting, waiting, she saw a young mother trying desperately to cope with two crying children and an armload of packages.  But she also saw a teenage girl sitting nearby, who quickly went over to the mother and offered to help by taking care of the children until the train arrived.  The mother, delighted with this offer, gladly accepted and left to retrieve a much-needed bite to eat for herself and her children.  Soon the mother came back and that teenager offered to help her carry the packages to the train.  As the train pulled out of the station, the teenage girl stood on the platform and waved good-bye. 


The first woman who was watching all of this, now watched as that same teenage girl returned to the station lobby and soon offered to help another mother with small children.  Oddly, this scene was repeated several times over.  So, the woman who had been watching all of this later approached the girl, "I'm curious.” she said, “I've been watching you for an hour or so and you've spent the entire time helping young mothers and their children.  Why are you doing this?"  The teenager replied, "Oh – it’s simple.  I am one of five children in my family – the oldest.  My dad was in the army and we were always moving from one place to another.  

Like these families.  My mom used to get so tired carrying the packages and suitcases and caring for all of us, and so I always tried to help her with my little brothers and sisters.  Once, I remember her saying to me – it was such a simple thing, she said, 'Thank you -- you are so good with children.’  That made me feel good, because I know how much she needed my help.  Well, later, my dad went off to war and never came back, so that left mom alone.  But she recently died, so I thought that maybe I could do something for others -- because I remember how good it felt when she told me that I was so good with kids.  I thought there would be a lot of tired mothers here who need help, so that's why I come to the train station.  It still makes me feel good.  It really helps – them and me."
A teenage girl – suffering the loss of her own parents, chooses to help others because her mother once told her – a simple word of grace – you are so good with children.  A simple word, a grace gift.      
For you and me, it started on July 25, 2004.  Almost three full years ago, 149 sermons ago, we began a journey marked by one defining idea and truth, one defining hope in our lives together.  We have talked about it over and over – we – hopefully – have lived it over and over.  This has been a serious theme of my ministry here.  I went back and counted.  
Of those 149 sermons – in 97 of them in some way we talked about God’s grace.  Grace.  Grace first, grace always.  On that Sunday in July three years ago, I began urging us to consider that the key to understanding our salvation journey is to understand God’s complete grace in our lives – from the beginning and everyday onward.  Our salvation journey begins and continues with God’s grace – God’s initiated grace.  First, God’s grace prepares us for salvation, because God has been loving us since even before we noticed, or could notice.  And even our most personal, private decision to believe in Jesus is prompted by God’s spirit nudging us – more grace.  God’s immense, irresistible love lures us right to that moment of belief.  But the hard part, the rest of our lives – is this -- every step of the way in our Christian lives since that moment we first believed – every step of our Christian lives is covered and enable by God’s grace.  Grace first, grace always.
But wait -- a quick review – before we go too far -- what is grace?  Well, the textbook answer is that grace is God’s unmerited favor, God’s favor that we do not deserve.  And that’s true.  But more simply, grace is everyday evidence of God loving us – all the time, even when we don’t want it – and even though we have not earned it or deserve it.  Grace is the evidence that God is the perfect parent – the perfect mom, the perfect dad, who loves and gives unconditionally.  
Grace is God’s active love for us – evidence everyday – in big and small ways – a love that surprises us, delights us, overwhelms us, and sometimes shames us – a love that has nothing to do with my performance or behavior.  
But this is important -- A primary way that God loves us is through forgiveness – made possible by that big love action when God became flesh as Jesus of Nazareth – and you know the rest.  Jesus – and his work on the cross through to the resurrection – Jesus is grace personified – unexpected, undeserved, overwhelming, life-changing – primarily because – through Christ Jesus, we are forgiven for our sins – if we need it.
So, this morning, in our Gospel lesson, we discover an important dimension of grace.  Jesus is clear – did you notice how Jesus compares the woman at his feet – the sinner – with the Pharisee, Simon?  He seems to prefer the woman, because she realizes that she needs God’s grace.  This story is a bit about humility, a bit about honesty, and a lot of warning us about our human arrogance.  Sure, at first, we might think this lady at the feet of Jesus is too extravagant – going a bit overboard in her adoration of Jesus.  
I think the Pharisee Simon, the host, we’re in his home remember, I think he was a bit embarrassed – perhaps by the lady’s gushing behavior, but perhaps by what he knows about her – maybe they grew up together – or maybe worse, she might be family.  He knows her, he knows what she’s done, he knows what she does.  The problem, though, is that Simon has forgotten what he has done, and what he does – or maybe he has satisfied himself into thinking – hmm, compared to her, I’m not so bad.
And so Jesus tells the story – it’s quite clear, with good arithmetic.  One person’s jubilee is greater than the other’s, because the forgiveness is greater.  But, we could interpret this two ways.  If we’re not careful, we could say that this is Jesus’ way of telling us to go out and sin more so that we can be forgiven more, and then be blessed more by God’s grace.  No.  We are not called to make things worse.  But, we are called to realize how bad things really are.

You see, the only difference between the woman at Jesus’ feet and the religious man Simon is that the woman honestly knows the fullness of her sins and therefore realizes the full extent of God’s grace in her life – and so she can’t help but gush with adoring love for Jesus.  Simon the Pharisee does not.
It’s as if Jesus says to Simon, and to us, do you really believe your sins are less than anyone else’s?  Give me a break – and don’t miss Jesus’ subtle poking at the Pharisee’s practiced arrogance.  Do you honestly think you need less of God’s forgiveness than others?  
Do you want to damage your relationship with God?  Start believing you have less to be forgiven for compared to others.  You see – we Methodists are a missional church, yes.  We are also a grace church.  Yes.  But, we cannot enjoy the blessings of God’s grace without first being a confessional church – and this requires that I accept the nagging truth about who and what I really am.  Not to beat myself – not to let God punish me – but to realize fully how much I need God’s grace, how much I am forgiven, and so, to truly, fully enjoy God’s love for me.

It starts by agreeing with how much I need God’s grace.  No more or less than anyone else on this planet.  Sure, my sins might be different from yours – more or less public, more or less material, more or less relational, more or less acceptable in today’s culture.  But my sins are real, and many, and I need God’s gracious forgiveness over and over, more and more everyday.  Grace first?  Yes.  Grace always?  Yes.  Grace needed?  You bet.  All the time.  
But the minute I stop believing I need God’s forgiving grace, that is the minute I stop enjoying God’s blessings of forgiveness and healing.  And too often, that’s when I start comparing and judging and criticizing others, instead of enjoying God’s love for me, and enjoying my new privilege and freedom to love others.
Don’t you ache to enjoy God’s love?  Don’t you ache to enjoy forgiveness and healing in your life?  Then stop blaming others, or pointing fingers at others, and start by believing that you need forgiveness.  Your life will change.  You too will begin to gush with love for God – you’ll sense a deep appreciation and thankfulness for God’s forgiveness.  But the minute you forget that you, too, need God’s grace, that is when God’s grace is wasted on you.

Jesus told the Pharisee that day – in his own home -- "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.  You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet.  You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment.  Therefore, 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."   
When Jesus said -- the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little --  he was in no way suggesting that Simon sinned less – only that he had forgotten how much he still needs to be forgiven.  And so, for Simon, the joy is gone, the delight is gone.  But for the one who brings her sins honestly to Jesus – she is forgiven much and delights much.      
Every Friday, an old man walked from his house in the early evening down to the ocean, carrying a bucket of shrimp.  And just as the sun was dipping, the old man walked to the end of the pier and reached in his bucket of shrimp and began to feed the birds who were already there waiting for him.  Slowly, intentionally, he distributed the contents of his bucket, as he did every Friday evening, with the sun slipping down over the horizon.

He was saying thank you.  He was gushing foolishly with love.  His name was Captain Eddie Rickenbacker.  Years before, in October, 1942, President Roosevelt dispatched Rickenbacker with a special message to General MacArthur who was beginning to plan American strategy in the Pacific war.  But the B-17 became lost, ran out of fuel and went down.  The crew of eight made it into lifeboats and then began that harrowing, desperate fight to survive the sun, sharks, waves, and most of all, hunger.  
When it seemed that the end had come and there was no hope, when they had prayed all they could pray, Rickenbacker, in the raft, was asleep with his cap over his eyes.  And he felt something.  A sea gull had landed on his head.  In an instant, he knew that if he could catch that bird, they would survive.  And he did.  And they ate it, and then they used its entrails for bait.  And they survived.

And so the old captain, now hunched over, much older, but still humble and honest, every Friday of his life, took his bucket of shrimp and foolishly fed the sea gulls, saying “Thank you."  But wait a minute.  Is this story about grace?  Consider this:  Do you not wonder, years ago in the sea, what was that sacrificial sea gull doing out there, hundreds of miles from land anyway?  A grace gift, and it makes you want to say thank you.


Do you want to know the secret to a joyous, thankful, loving Christian life?  Remember grace.  Remember how much you need grace, and how often you need grace.  And be thankful.  And never forget.  Grace first, grace always, and grace needed.
The Lord be with you.        
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