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Do You Know What You Have Done?
Ruth 1:1-8; Luke 7:36-38

There are some biblical characters who emerge in full from the pages
of scripture.  We can see and hear them.  We know their thoughts, their
strengths, their peculiarities, their hopes, and their joys.  They are as fully
present to us as the neighbor across the street or the person sitting across
the dinner table.  Think Moses, Abraham, Jacob, and Joseph.  Imagine Mary,
Peter, Paul, and, of course, Jesus.  The Bible brings these characters to life
for us in ways that make us feel as if we personally know them.

Then there are people who barely lift their heads above the pages of
scripture.  We glimpse them as a silhouette, a bit player making a cameo
appearance to fill out a scene in the story.  Yet, though these characters may
play a minor role, we sense that their part in the biblical drama is nonetheless
major.

Take, for instance, the woman who anointed Jesus’ feet with perfume. 
Her image is so blurry that we are not certain if there one woman whose story
is told several different ways or if there were two or perhaps three women who
enacted this kindness upon Jesus.  John’s gospel alone tells us that Mary, the
sister of Martha and Lazarus, anointed Jesus in this way.  Mark and Matthew
tell us that such an event happened in Bethany, but at the home of one known
as “Simon the Leper.”  Luke’s version of the story has Jesus dining at the
home of a Pharisee, presumably somewhere in Galilee.  Apart from John, the
other three gospels identify the woman only as a “sinner.”  That designation
means many things in the New Testament, above all that she was just like
you and me.

The overall story puzzles me.  Jesus is a dinner guest at someone’s
house when a woman comes in, anoints him, and vanishes.  We don’t know
who she is, but her story has survived two thousand years.  Listen to it again
as Luke tells it:



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. 
And 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.  She 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. Luke 7:36-38

It is an odd story, isn’t it?  And it is oddly fascinating.  We are puzzled
because we wonder who in the world this woman is who suddenly interrupts
a dinner party, cries all over Jesus’ feet, wipes them with her hair, kisses
them, and rubs them with perfume.  What’s more, no one seems scandalized
by what she actually does.  Their concern is the fact that she is a sinner or,
in other versions, that she wasted something that could have been sold and
the proceeds given to the poor.  Otherwise, they seem unperturbed over her
sudden appearance and this odd foot washing.

We do know that in first century Palestine, household dining areas often
opened onto the street with curtains giving partial privacy, though passers by
often peaked through the curtains to see who was at table.  Contrary to our
practice of sitting up straight in our chairs as our mother taught us to do, the
custom of the time was to recline at table on cushions with one’s head resting
on the chest of the person above and behind you.  The cushions were
arranged in three sides of a square with each diner resting on his left elbow,
using his right hand to reach into the common bowl of food.  Apparently, this
woman heard Jesus was in the house, retrieved her bottle of the expensive
perfume, and pushed through the curtains to see him.  Her tears fell on his
feet which were right before her.  She dried them with her hair and anointed
them with kisses and perfume.  Luke tells us It was an act of compassion and
gratitude.  Jesus interpreted it as preparation for his eventual burial.  But, why
would anyone do such a thing in this manner?

Jesus answers some of our questions.  Always able to discern the
hearts of the people around him, Jesus read his host’s face and thus his
heart.  He knew the Pharisee was disgusted that this woman had come into
his house and performed this act of kindness and hospitality which he himself
had failed to do.  His contempt and self righteousness were evident.  So
Jesus told a little story about debtors who were forgiven their debts.  He
asked his host which person would be more grateful, the one who was
forgiven little or the one who was forgiven a great deal.  The answer,
obviously, was the one who was forgiven much.  Precisely, said Jesus.  This
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woman, who knows her sin, has been forgiven much and is grateful while you
think you have no sin and are, therefore, ungrateful.  Among other things, this
story is a lesson in humility and gratitude.

Nevertheless, what this woman did does seem odd to us.  Why did she
choose to express her gratitude in this way?

I wonder if she did not remember the story of her ancestor Ruth and
how Ruth handled difficult circumstances.  Ruth’s husband died, along with
his brother and father, leaving Ruth, her sister-in-law, and her mother-in-law
without any source of support.  Her mother-in-law Naomi decided to return
home to Israel where she knew her extended family would help her out.  She
told Ruth and Orpah to remain in Moab with their families and perhaps find
new husbands.  Orpah did so, but Ruth insisted she go with her mother-in-
law.  Did she think she might have better prospects in Israel?  Was her family
not able or willing to take her back?  Was she so ensconced in her grief that
she did not know what to do except to take care of Naomi?

I have always liked Ruth’s story.  For me, it is a resurrection story about
people who gain a second chance at happiness and fulfillment.  Of course, it
becomes a story about Ruth and Boaz.  At least I thought it was their story
until I read a reflection by Rabbi Harold Kushner.1  Rabbi Kushner points out
that it was Naomi who was so grief stricken over the deaths of her husband
and sons that she could see no future for herself.  All she could do was to
return to her husband’s family and finish her days on earth.  She felt unworthy
of help, so she told her daughters-in-law to forget about her and begin new
lives.  Naomi felt unworthy of anything good that might come her way.

Perhaps you have felt this way at times.  Perhaps you feel this way now. 
The effects of this pandemic and all of the natural disasters occurring around
the world, in addition to the vitriol and animosity flaming across our nation, rob
us of the sense of joy and hope that once characterized our days.  Like
Naomi, we may feel as if all we can do is trudge back toward something,
anything, that is vaguely familiar and that will at least help us to live out our
days in peace.  All Naomi hoped for was minimal sustenance to finish her life.

That is, until she decided that the lives of other people were important,
too.  That is, until she discovered that the only way she could feel alive again
was to help someone else live.  When Naomi stepped out of her despair in

1Harold S. Kushner, “To Feel Better about Yourself, Find Someone to Help,” Nine Essential Things
I’ve Learned about Life,” (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2015), 131-152.  This chapter in Rabbi Kushner’s book
helped form this sermon.
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order to help someone else, namely Ruth, she discovered that she herself
had a lot of living yet to do.

I have never looked at this story in that way before.  I always thought it
was about Ruth being so good to her mother-in-law that God blessed her with
another opportunity at a family of her own.  Yet, Ruth’s good fortune
happened only because Naomi went to her kinsman Boaz and asked him to
be considerate to Ruth.  A kindness became a good deed which flourished
into a marriage which changed the world.  Naomi had reason to hope and to
live.

So do we.  I will admit that there are some days when I feel like we are
all just spinning our wheels, stuck in this rut of a pandemic with no escape in
sight.  On some days, I feel like all of the things we are attempting to do as
a church are futile right now.  How can we truly minister to one another when
we cannot be together?  How can we comfort and encourage one another
when we cannot be with one another?  How can we help people in need? 
How can we keep our family of faith together when we cannot actually be
together?  Then the phone rings or someone sends me a message or an
opportunity to do something for someone arises.  On those occasions, my
spirit also rises, not because someone else is in crisis, but because there is
a tangible way to connect with another person.  In reaching out to someone
else, in responding to human need, I discover that nothing I do is futile.  No
effort is wasted.  No prayer ever goes unanswered.

Rabbi Kushner says it in these words: “The best way to feel better about
yourself is to find someone to help.”2  He insists that joy and purpose in life
come from being engaged with other people.  He suggests we discover ways
to interact with and connect to other people in order to experience the fullness
of life.

Every time I encounter one of you out and about, when you come by the
church, or we talk on the phone, I realize how right the rabbi is.  You tell me
about someone you called, a special treat you delivered, or a kindness you
did for someone else and I see the light in your eyes, hear the excitement in
your voice, and watch the joy which carries you step by step.  Helping
someone else along this strange path we are traveling is truly the best way to
make our own journey.

That is why I think the woman who anointed Jesus’ feet may have
remembered the story of Ruth.  I take Jesus seriously when he tells us that

2Kushner, 134.
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this woman acted out of gratitude for his love and mercy.  We don’t know
specifically what happened between them prior to this event, but we can be
sure that it involved Jesus treating her like the child of God she was and
reminding her that she was loved because of who she truly was.  I suspect
that the sadness, the frustration, or the repentance that she experienced in
Jesus’ presence compelled her to stop looking only at herself and to pay
attention to other people in order to find some meaning in her life.  I think she
realized, with Jesus’ help, that she needed to think about other people rather
than focus entirely on herself.  That might well have been the source of her
sin to begin with.

As she began thinking about the needs of other people, this woman
heard that Jesus was dining at the home of a certain Pharisee.  No doubt she
knew the man.  Likely she had been on the receiving end of his pious
indignation a time or two.  Perhaps she knew that his supposed hospitality
toward Jesus was a cover for his desire to discredit Jesus.  Forgetting any
repercussions it might have for her, she grabbed her bottle of expensive
perfume and rushed to deliver the most generous kindness she could
imagine.  She poured out her gratitude along with the perfume, symbolic of
blessing and honor to someone who was frequently criticized and ridiculed as
she was.

I don’t encourage you to start running around town pouring perfume on
people you admire and appreciate, but we can pour out our compassion and
generosity on other people who need a lift in life right now.  I know you do
these things already.  I encourage you, especially if you are feeling down
yourself these days, to find someone to help.  You may never know how far
that help extends.

I think the woman who befriended Jesus might have remembered Ruth
who, despite her grief, wanted to take care of her mother-in-law.  Moreover,
I think she might have remembered Naomi who came back to life by helping
Ruth and Boaz find a better life.

We all know how Ruth’s story ends, don’t we?  She gleans the field of
Boaz.  They meet.  They marry.  She discovers happiness again.  A son is
born.  He is named Obed who was the father of Jesse who was the father of
David . . . who was an ancestor of Jesus who showed mercy to a sinner who,
in turn, anointed him with kindness.  All of these biblical characters discovered
meaning and purpose in life by helping other people.  Maybe we will, too! 
Amen.
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October 11, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

On a day like today, with an invisible menace on the loose, storms
ravaging our coasts, fires consuming homes, businesses, and land, and
animosity rising to new heights, we admit, O God, that we often feel like
Naomi and just want to return to a place and time when life was simple and
good–at least for us.  We know that “the good ‘ole days” weren’t always as
good as we remember.  We know they were not always so good for other
people, but they hold for us a sense of safety and happiness we cannot find
right now.

Help us to find our way to a place where we all can be safe and happy,
we pray.  Help us to discover ways we can work together, support one
another, and appreciate what we have in common so that we can fulfill the
dream you have for us for a life that is full and complete.  Help us to set aside
our selfish desires and to consider the real needs of people around us.  Bless
us with an awareness of our kinship through you our heavenly Parent and
Jesus Christ our brother and Redeemer.

As more and more people become ill and deaths continue to increase,
we pray for everyone infected with Covid 19 and for the people who are
working hard to keep us safe and return us to health.  Guide us to do our part
in caring for each other and help us to find ways to calm the fever of this world
and return it to health and wholeness.

For all of the simple joys you offer us each day, we are grateful.  As the
seasons change, enable us to sense your wonder and creativity in the array
of colors that paint each day with beauty.  Help us to appreciate how the earth
prepares for each new phase of life and learn something for ourselves.  Allow
us to sense fresh opportunities in each new day that we are given.

We face many problems and challenges, O God, and we pray about
them each day.  Help us learn how to talk about them with one another, to
discern resources that are available to us, and to discover how we can solve
our problems and cure our ills when we work in unison.  Remind us that we
cannot return to a time that seemed so simple and wonderful.  Teach us that
we can create whatever world we want for tomorrow.  Redeem us once again,
O God, through the love and creativity of your Spirit.  Amen.


