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June 13, 2010
 The third Sunday of Pentecost
Little Sins – Big Sins
By Jerri Kumm, LP
May the light of your Word so shine through my words, Father that those who hear might know you better.
	This really happened: Where I grew up in the panhandle town of Harrisburg, we had one school in the county.  It was the first consolidated school in the state in 1958.  There were 300 kids or so in the whole school – Kindergarten through 12th grade.
The German teacher was a young single mother of one.  Now at that time there was an Episcopal priest in Kimball that wanted to get a church started in Harrisburg.  So he traveled to Harrisburg often where he visited with people pretty much unaffiliated with any church and one of these happened to be the German teacher.
There was nothing going on between them but one of the other teachers started a rumor that there was some hanky-panky going on.
The married priest couldn’t afford to let this continue so when he found out where the rumor had started, he waited until there was an event at school where he approached the rumor starter.  There were plenty of people around her who could overhear what he said to her.  Then he plainly told her that he knew she had started this rumor and that it was not true, so if she wanted to talk about him, he would appreciate it if she spread the truth rather than a lie.  Well that put an end to that rumor.
By the way, he did establish a church in that town – it’s called The Good Shepherd of the Plains.  And I tell you this story not as a rumor, but as I got it from the priest himself.
Starting a rumor is just a little sin -  and it therefore requires just a little forgiveness and a little thankfulness for being forgiven?  Right?
The parable from our Gospel lesson today has something to say about forgiveness and thankfulness.    But before we get to the parable itself, we have to set the stage for the story.  One day, possibly after Temple, Jesus was invited by a Pharisee names Simon to come to his house for a meal.  Now this meal would have been served outside on the veranda and those eating would have been reclining on couches.  People would have been standing behind them as the poor were allowed to gather up any leftovers that might remain when the meal was over.
	Well, one of these people that was standing around was a female sinner, possibly a prostitute.  Now here the story gets fuzzy because there are similar stories in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and John.  
 Mark’s gospel has a story very much like this one except that the local is different – it is in Bethany.  Jesus is visiting the house of Simon who is this case is a leper. A woman anoints Jesus’ head. People with Jesus complain because she has used expensive oil. Jesus defends the woman and says it is symbolic of his burial. In Matthew’s Gospel the complainers are the disciples. John’s gospel also locates the story in Bethany, but at the home of Mary, Martha and Lazarus.  Mary performs the deed, anointing Jesus’ feet and it is Judas who voices the complaint. 
	With these stories somewhat intermingled, Luke’s story has elements of the others and tradition has it that it was Mary Magdalene who was the sinner woman in the story.
 	Was the sinner woman, Mary Magdalene?  There is no scriptural evidence to 
support this, it is only tradition…..and it doesn’t matter anyway.  The woman,
overwhelmed with thankfulness for being forgiven, kneels before Jesus, washes his 
feet with her grateful tears and dries his feet with her hair.  Simon complains saying
 that if Jesus were really a prophet, he would know what kind of a woman was touching  
him and would reject her.  
 Jesus tells Simon the parable of two debtors who owed money to the same moneylender  - one who owed much, and one who owed little.   When both were forgiven their debts by the moneylender – Jesus made the point that the person who owed the most was more grateful to the generous moneylender than the one that owed little.
	In saying this Jesus was pointing out to Simon that the woman who was a sinner to a great degree, showed her thankfulness in an appropriate way and that he (Simon), who had not showed his hospitality in a like manner was not thankful enough.  But to be fair to Simon, he probably was unaware of his sinfulness, and truth be told, we all can be blind to our own sins.
	Brian Stoffregen says that he is like Simon to a certain degree:
“Part of my growth in faith is to become more aware of the depth of my sinfulness. In younger days, sin was bad things one did. Forgiveness implied not being punished as I deserved for doing those bad things. Since the bad things I might do weren't all that bad nor that often, I didn't think I needed much forgiving -- not like those other sinners in the world. However, I've come to realize that my sinfulness is much deeper than my bad deeds -- it involves inner attitudes, desires, motivations, etc., and thus, I also am in need of forgiveness and grace that reaches those depths.”
	I think we all grow up believing that sins are something we do that is bad – stealing, lying, breaking the law – but there are layers upon layers of sins that have no outward manifestation – no public proof that we have sinned.  These are sins such as  bigotry, envy,  disrespect and gossip – that is starting rumors.   Which of us has not thought less of a person because of their appearance, their origin or their moral convictions.  And might we not share this opinion with another?   Yet we do not know what brought them to this state, do we?  Maybe they are the victims of sin rather than the perpetrators.  Maybe someone else’s sin brought them to their present state, and we are wrong to have blamed them.
	Rev. Edward Markquart tells of a pastor named Harvey Cox who’s first job as a missionary was to go to the prostitutes of Seoul, Korea.  Yet after seven years of hard work, he had not one convert.  Here he had struggled for so long, yet he had nothing to show for it.  He surely must have thought himself a failure.
	But God softened the heart of Harvey Cox and his eyes were opened to his own sin.  Harvey explains that for years he thought himself just a cut or two above those to whom he was ministering.  He felt that he was a little spiritually superior.  He had a quality where he maximized everybody else’s faults even as he was minimizing his own.  He had clarity about everyone else’s problems but was blind to his own.  Soon Harvey began to see these prostitutes not as sinners, but as being sinned against – because these young women had been sold into slavery by their own fathers.
	We go along in our lives giving to the less fortunate, feeding the poor – doing all the good things that God would have us do, but I dare say, we are sinning right along with all the good we do.  Aren’t some of our thoughts like those of Simon who basically disclaimed Jesus as prophet because he allowed the sinner woman to touch his feet?  Simon missed the point and I know we do too.
	Don’t we all do as Harvey Cox did, at least from time to time,  and think ourselves “spiritually superior” to those, who let’s say, don’t go to church, or don’t tithe if they do go?  Aren’t we judging others when we do this and isn’t that a sin? Of course it is.  But how are we supposed to get beyond those “superior” thoughts and come to be more like Jesus?   
	There is only one way – grace.  It is only through the grace of God, and forgiveness of these sins through Jesus that we can even begin to try.  It is only through the “interference” of God if you will that we can have our hearts softened like Harvey Cox to see the real source of the sin which surround us in this world.
		We, as believers in Jesus, are all saints of God, but to act always in a saintly manner goes beyond our sinful natures and we will inevitably fall short.  But to try, to strive for this is what God wants, what he expects and what he deserves.  Are there little sins and big sins?  Was Simon’s sin any smaller than the prostitute’s because he was unaware of it?  Was the rumor starter in our earlier story less guilty of hurting the German teacher than if she’d physically attacked her?   Or does any sin against humanity drive us from the love of God?  Do the big sins drive us further from the love of God and make it harder for us to find our way back?
	Let’s face it – being deprived of basking in the radiance of God’s love is tantamount to not living at all regardless of how “big” or how “little” the sin.  Once aware of our sin, it is our duty, our life’s work to try and not sin in that way again.  Oh we’ll sin in other ways, but it is the effort, the trying upon which God smiles.  We should kneel at the feet of Jesus in humble thankfulness that we have been forgiven all our sins – big and little- hurting someone by starting a rumor or hurting ourselves with addiction , stealing, lying, or simply thinking less of someone because they are a different color or religion.  All our sins can and will be forgiven, if only we will ask.  What a precious gift – to be forgiven.  Let us all be like the sinner woman and be appropriately thankful for that most precious gift of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
												AMEN

	
	



