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 I’ve noticed lately, on talk shows, and in newspapers and magazines, a lot of 

stuff about etiquette and decorum.  Probably because it’s graduation and wedding 

season, and everyone has questions on what do we, what to wear, how to act and so 

forth.  It used to be that that was the domain of people like Emily Post or Dear 

Abby, but these days, it seems everybody’s in the game.  So you can pretty much 

tune into any talk show or pick up any magazine and learn about how long you have 

to write thank you notes after a wedding, or what to wear to an event that says 

“business casual” on the invitation and so on.  And, of course, if all else fails, and 

you have an etiquette or decorum question, you can google it! 

 But, if you wanted to know how to act or the decorum of Biblical times, you 

only had to turn in one direction – and that was to the Pharisees.  You remember 

them – people of the law, or laws, to be exact.  They knew the rules and regulations, 

by heart – and they kept them, to the letter of the law.  They also kept watch on 

others to make sure they were following them, and they called them on it when they 

didn’t.  And no one was out of the scope of their criticism – even Jesus himself.  Oh, 

how they loved to catch Jesus when he didn’t follow the rules, didn’t have the proper 

decorum, didn’t do it right! 

 And today’s Gospel lesson is proof positive of that.   

 A Pharisee invites Jesus to dinner at his home, and Jesus accepts the 

invitation.  He goes to the Pharisee’s house, knowing full well that this was a man 

who followed the rules, did the right thing, and expected everyone else to do the 

same.   

 Well, soon after they begin, a woman barges into this private dinner, totally 

unexpected, and of course, in the eyes of that Pharisee, totally unwanted and 

unwelcome.  But none of that mattered to her, she simply went right over to Jesus, 

knelt down by his feet, began weeping, and then wiping her tears off of his feet with 

her hair.  As if that wasn’t enough, wasn’t shocking enough for the Pharisee, she 

took out an alabaster jar of ointment and began anointing Jesus with the ointment. 

 That does it!  The Pharisee can no longer remain silent, and he gets all self-

righteous, as he mutters to himself that if Jesus really were a prophet, he would 

know who she was and what kind of woman she was – a sinner – touching him. 
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 Well, that’s all it takes, and Jesus confronts him.  “I want to tell you 

something, friend.”   And he tells the Pharisee a story of two people who had been 

forgiven debts – one owed 500 denarii, the other 50.  Then he said, “The creditor 

cancelled debts for both of them.  Now which one do you think will love him more?” 

 “The one with the greater debt,” the Pharisee replied.  “Exactly,” Jesus said. 

 And to drive his point home further, Jesus makes it personal.  “Look at this 

woman.  I came into your house, and you gave me no water, but she bathed me with 

her tears.  You gave me no kiss, but she has not stopped kissing my feet.  You did 

not anoint me, but she has anointed my feet with ointment.  I tell you, her sins 

which were many, have been forgiven.”  And then he added, no doubt looking 

straight into the eyes of the Pharisee, “But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves 

little.” 

 You know, I’ve often wondered if the Pharisee got it – got what Jesus was 

trying to say.  I’d like to think he did, and that he went forward with a different 

attitude, but it’s hard to say.  He was so concerned about making sure things were 

supposed to go the proper way, that when grace and love and forgiveness were right 

in front of his face, he was critical of them instead of awed by them!  So in the “rut” 

of his religion was he that he didn’t see what a powerful act of praise was being 

poured out right in front of him.  And oh my goodness, he seems to have been worlds 

away from ever pouring out praise to the Lord himself! 

 It would be easy for us to look down on that Pharisee for what he did that 

day, but I think we need to be careful before we do that, because in many ways we 

can be like him.  Oh, I don’t know that we get so focused and intent on following 

rules and regulations – although maybe we do.  We have our ways, we’re 

comfortable in our ways, and when somebody changes our ways, we don’t 

necessarily like it.  Try sitting in someone else’s pew, or see what happens when we 

don’t end the service with “Bind Us Together” for some reason.  You get the idea – 

we like our routines, our ways of doing things, and when they change, sometimes 

we don’t take it well. 

 But I don’t think that the Pharisee challenging the woman’s decorum was the 

most troubling thing in this passage.  What’s most troubling is that he didn’t see the 

beauty and wonder of her praise and adoration of Jesus – he wasn’t moved by her 

act of praise!  That is what’s so sad – it’s like he didn’t even see it!  He missed 

something incredibly beautiful and powerful! 

 And that, my friends, is where I think we have a lot in common with that 

Pharisee.  We miss a lot of the beauty and wonder of life and faith all around us.   

 Bishop Robert Schnase, in his book Five Practices of Fruitful Living talks 

about this when he writes, “The rapid speed and intensity of our high-tech and 

highly mobile lifestyles distract us from fathoming the spiritual life and the depth of 

God’s love for us.  For many of us, every moment of our waking days is filled with 

movement, activity, and sound.  Directed by our hand-held planners and connected 



3 
 

by our computers, and cell phones, we move in fast-forward from home to work and 

back again, to children’s activities, sports events, entertainment venues, fast food 

restaurants. From the awakening alarm until the final ‘click’ closing our internet 

browsers, our lives are surrounded by sensations that keep us focused on the motion 

and movement of the physical world, immersed in tangible sounds and sights and 

the pressing immediacy of what’s expected next from us.”  (Robert Schnase, Five 

Practices of Fruitful Living, p. 26) 

 Bishop Schnase is right – “the rapid speed and intensity of our high-tech 

world distracts us from fathoming the spiritual life and the depth of God’s love for 

us” just as surely as the Pharisee’s fixation on the rules did for him.  I mean, come 

on.  Don’t you ever find yourself at the end of the week thinking “where in the world 

did the week go?”  It just flew by, and you were so tied up with “stuff” that the world 

passed you by.  It happens so easily, and weeks turn into months, and months into 

years, and so it goes.  We miss so much because of our distracted, intense lifestyles.  

But that’s not all that’s going on.   

Secondly, I think, we may have become a bit numb.  We take God’s grace for 

granted. 

 Tony Campolo tells a great story about when he was a little boy and was 

dying to have a train set.  That’s all he asked for for Christmas one year.  When 

Christmas morning rolled around, he ran down the stairs to look at his presents, 

and tore into them.  He couldn’t wait to get that train.  But present after present 

passed by and no train.  His heart was sinking.  Finally, just when he thought he 

had opened all of his presents, his mother presented one final one – and yes, it was 

his beloved train set! 

 He was absolutely, positively thrilled, and he began to take it out of the box 

and set it up immediately.  He got all the tracks put together, and the cars on the 

rails, and plugged it in, and off it went, and Tony’s heart soared – for about the next 

three hours.  Then, he said, the thrill was gone, it was okay, but “in just three hours 

they lost the luster of newness.  Once they became old, all the king’s horses and all 

the king’s men could not restore their luster again.  I started to think, ‘You can’t do 

much with electric trains anyway.  You put them on the track, turn on the switch of 

the transformer, and they go around in a circle.  You watch them, and watch them, 

and watch them, and that’s it.”  (Tony Campolo, Let Me Tell You a Story, p. 51) 

 You know, in many ways, that little story provides a lens for many of our 

spiritual lives.  When we come to know Christ, when we accept His love and accept 

His forgiveness, it’s like a kid on Christmas morning – we’re beyond excited and feel 

loved like we’ve never been loved before.  But then time goes on, and we get into a 

routine, yes, even with our faith, and we become a bit numb, and those high 

moments of faith and praise and thanksgiving are few and far between. 

 I think that must grieve Jesus, and I know that’s why that woman’s act of 

love and devotion so touched Him.  Nothing could have stopped her from adoring 
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Him that day – absolutely nothing – not even an intimidating, mean-spirited 

Pharisee.  She had to praise Him for saving her – she had to!   

 You know, in the past few weeks I’ve had the opportunity to see some pretty 

spectacular things, some “moments of praise” not unlike this moment in Jesus’ life.  

Some of you know about them from things I’ve posted in my Friday emails, or the 

newsletter or on Facebook.  One of them was a celebration of my uncle’s years of 

teaching music in New Jersey.  Like Dad, he taught high school music in his town 

for many, many years, and a couple of weeks ago they dedicated the High School 

Auditorium in his name.  But more than that, on that Saturday afternoon, 

hundreds and hundreds of Uncle John’s former students came back, and showered 

him with love – with words, and songs, and praise.  It was incredible, and as my 98 

year old Aunt (his sister) said to me, “How nice that they did it while he was alive!”  

I’ll say, and since I was sitting right behind him, I know how incredibly touched and 

moved he was by their offerings that day.   

 In a totally different way, just two days ago, I sat in a chapel in a mission in 

the city of Baltimore, filled with hundreds of men digging their way out of addiction, 

and heard my nephew Jared, stand in front of them, with a year of clean and sober 

living under his belt share words of praise and thanks for those who helped him 

make the journey – God, the people of the Helping Up Mission, his fellow travelers 

on that difficult journey, we his family, and his friends.   It was indeed a high and 

holy moment which none of us who were there will ever forget. 

 How is it friends that we don’t do more of that?  How is it that we forget the 

incredible gifts we have been given by our Lord, or take them so for granted?  How 

is it that we forget to thank Him and praise Him all the time?   

 You know, that woman was nobody special, she was an ordinary person just 

like us – a sinner saved by grace – but what she did was extraordinary – and that 

was pour out her praise to Christ, no matter who or what tried to stop her. 

 So let me ask you this:  what’s stopping you?  What’s stopping you from 

pouring out your praise?  What’s stopping you from sharing your story of God’s 

grace and forgiveness in your life?  What’s keeping you from stopping regularly to 

kneel at Jesus’ feet and pour out your praise? 

 Whatever it is – whether you’ve gotten too busy or distracted, whether you 

take His love for granted, or whether you’re afraid of what other people will think or 

say – whatever it is – today I want to give you the opportunity to give Jesus thanks 

for all that He has done for you.   

 For a moment I want to invite you to picture Jesus walking into this room 

and sitting down in a chair up here, and you have the opportunity to come up and 

pour your praise on him and anoint him with your tears.  What would you say?  For 

what would you thank him? 

- For recovery from illness or strength through treatment? 
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- For your job that you love and that provides for the things you and your 

family need? 

- For carrying you through the devastation of the death of your loved one to 

the place where you smile more than you cry these days? 

- For the new start you’ve experienced in your life? 

- For your wonderful family and friends? 

- For being with you as you moved into a new phase of life – after the kids 

moved out, after a divorce, after retirement? 

- For allowing you to get up out of bed to be here this morning, even with all 

your aches and pains? 

- For the beauty of the earth? 

- For your beloved pets? 

- For changing your life, forgiving your sin, making you whole? 

What would you say to Jesus today, for what would you thank him?  Think on 

that for a few moments now. 

 Oh dear friends, we have been loved with an everlasting love by God in 

Christ Jesus.  Because of Him, we have been forgiven and set free.  Because of Him, 

we are never alone.  He walks with us, and talks with us, he guides us and 

strengthens us, he understands everything we’re going through, he gives us gifts all 

the time.  We are so blessed by His love.  What joy we would give Him by showing 

how grateful we are, just as that woman did on that day long ago! 

 So, as we sing the hymn “Give Thanks” the altar rail is open.  I invite you to 

come and give thanks to Jesus - who has given everything to you.  Tell him right 

here the things for which you are grateful – and then, later on, tell somebody else 

that they might come to know of his love in their life as well. 

 Come friends, like the woman in the Gospel lesson, do something 

extraordinary this morning - come and give thanks! 

       Amen. 


