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As an adult educator I have realized that learning can take place just about anywhere and anytime. Simon’s dinner party turned out to be a stunning learning experience for him. He is a member of the Jewish lay movement of his time that separated themselves from those who did not dedicate themselves to the Law of God. He must have been wealthy and socially well placed. He had a home large enough to have large banquets and parties. For this occasion he had invited who he had heard could be a genuine prophet of Israel. It had been a long time since a prophet was in land of the people of God. In the culture in which Jesus grew up hospitality was paramount. If you invited me to your home for dinner there were three things you do, always, without exception. 

The first thing you would do is place your hands on my shoulders and give me a kiss of peace. This was a sign of respect. Secondly, you would offer me some cool water to wash off the dust off my feet. Finally, you would place a pinch of perfume oil on my head. These were good manners. I bring this up because Simon failed to do any of these things for the guest of honor, Jesus. This made me wonder, “ Why did Simon invite Jesus in the first place?” We can rule out that he was an admirer of Jesus because of his lack of respect and courtesy. It could have been that he invited Jesus to trap him into saying something that would discredit him. But we can rule this out because he does address Jesus as Rabbi, Teacher. Most likely, Simon was a collector of celebrities and he wanted to showcase the popular Galilean to his friends. He was using Jesus’ celebrity to promote himself. Wealthy people like Simon had their homes built for entertainment and they made it possible for people to walk into the area when they were having these big parties. It was neither unusual nor discouraged for people to walk in and listen for a bit when a prominent Rabbi was the guest of honor. Who knows you might learn something that would help you in your life.  

I imagine the dinner party was proceeding as Simon had expected until a woman came in and started behaving in a scandalous manner. During the meal a woman approaches Jesus with precious perfume. In the world of the time an uninvited woman making such an approach with such equipment would be seen as acting inappropriately, or, from another perspective, professionally. Unaccompanied women bear such oils usually belonged to the ‘sinners’. They were like the tax collectors, disreputable, living at the margins and surviving, perhaps to a minor degree prospering, through their services – at least, enough to lay their hands on expensive perfume. We don’t have to paint this woman as poor and oppressed to understand Jesus’ compassion. Nonetheless, she most likely experienced the lot of many women of the time, who were divorced or widowed and without a household to give them refuge and support. Prostitution is not an easy choice and even for women today in the poorest of countries they have very few honorable options to earn what they need to keep body and soul together. Because Simon’s house was easily accessible the woman did not have a problem getting access to where Jesus was. 

Her behavior was scandalous. Self-respecting women in the culture of the time wore their hair bound up. She came in with her hair down and kneeled at Jesus’ feet. She was crying. She was crying hard. Her tears were so plentiful they were enough to wash Jesus’ feet and then she took her long hair and wiped his feet dry, and continued crying and then she started kissing his feet and then perfuming his feet, and crying some more and kissing his feet some more. This woman was falling apart. And the host, Simon the Pharisee was scandalized double fold. First, this woman and her vulgar and totally unacceptable behavior were taking place in his home. Just think how his wife must have felt. And worse, Jesus was not saying or doing a thing to discourage or discipline the hysterical woman. He was allowing it to happen. It was at this point Simon realized that Jesus was no prophet of God. For 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.”

Just at this point Jesus intuited what Simon was thinking and said, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” Simon respectfully replied, “Teacher speak.” Jesus offers his parable about two debtors who had been forgiven their debts. One man owed $50.00 and another $500.00. Jesus asked Simon, “Which of the two would love their creditor more?” Simon replied, “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.” Jesus responded by saying, “You have judged rightly.” Then at this point came the learning moment for Simon. Jesus looking at the woman who is still busy weeping, wiping, oiling and kissing his feet, says in effect to Simon, “The respect you did not show me when I entered your home, this woman is doing for you. She is showing me respect with her kisses, she is washing my feet with her tears and anointing my feet with oil and wiping my feet dry with her hair.” The woman was correcting Simon’s deficiency as a good host.

Of course, Simon’s real deficiency was not poor social manners but spiritual pride. There is irony in the life of people who strive to be holy and acceptable before God. After awhile they feel they are better than those who do not strive to be holy and acceptable before God. They get wrapped up in their cause of crusading for righteousness and lose their sense of compassion for the sinner. They forget we all started out at the same place, in the need of divine forgiveness. The sin of self-righteousness is an occupational hazard of those who strive to be holy. Simon’s intolerance of the woman’s behavior was based on his faithfulness to God’s law. Simon lived a highly, holy and disciplined life and he found it difficult to tolerate the lack of discipline in others. Do you know any people like that? Do you know anyone who believes because they do not commit the sin of adultery or fornication is better than those who do? Do you know anyone who attends religious service faithfully who looks down on those who never darken the door of a church? I do, and you are looking at him. Too many times I see Simon the Pharisee in me. I have to remind myself, “John, you are good guy and all that, but you still stand in need of the grace of God as any unrepentant sinner and you need an attitude adjustment.” William Barclay wrote, “The greatest of sins is to be conscious of no sin.” I don’t want to be like Simon. I want to be like the woman who demonstrated without any apology her profound gratitude and love for Jesus’ forgiveness.

I want to suggest to you why the woman acted the way she did. It is only a theory. You know there is a similar story in the Gospel of John, chapter 8:1-11. It is about a woman caught in adultery. Again, Jesus was in conflict and confrontation with the Pharisees who had a need to minimize their own sinfulness and a need to maximize other people’s sinfulness. They brought this woman to Jesus and threw her on the ground and declared she was caught in the very act of adultery. They asked Jesus what was he going to do about it. Jesus didn’t look up at them. He was doodling in the dirt and said after awhile, “He who is without sin, cast the first stone.” When he finally looked up there was no one except Jesus and the woman. He said to her, “Go, your sins have been forgiven.” She did as he told her to do. She left. That day, Jesus saved that woman from a horrible death by stoning.

Now, could it be that it was the same woman that showed up at Simon’s house and began weeping, washing, and perfuming and kissing Jesus’ feet? Could it be she went home that day and as he instructed her and she reflected over what this man Jesus had done for her and the utter profundity of the grace of God he communicated to her in his radical forgiveness so overwhelmed her that when by chance she saw him again she was compelled by her profound sense of forgiveness to express her gratitude. Was this woman from John 8 the same woman we find today in Luke 7? I can’t say for sure but I do know the stories are similar and I do know the spiritual conclusions are the same.
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