3 Pentecost, June 13th  2010

The Reverend Christopher Craun

Gracious God, grant that we may proclaim your truth with boldness, and minister your justice with compassion.  Amen.  

During my last year in Connecticut, I took a class at the Hartford Seminary.  I thought it would be fun to get back into an academic setting after being out of seminary for a couple of years.  So I signed up for a class called Reading the New Testament through the Eyes of the Oppressed.  You know, something light.  A huge part of our class was focused on how we read the Bible.  We walked through the traditional methods of examining a text – mostly the historical critical approach of looking at the language and grammar, the literary composition, the form and order of a passage and the author’s intent.  This method is taught as a process to be used objectively by the reader.  We were taught to reconstruct the time period that the text is written in to understand the original context and to avoid putting something into the text that is not there.  Of course the real lesson was that reading something into the text that is not there is not possible.  There is no such thing as an objective reader.  We cannot separate historical context and personal experience.  Even in trying to reconstruct history, by who we are and what we have experienced, we are constructing history more so than reconstructing history. 
So when you are listening to the lessons and the Gospel on a Sunday morning, while I am sure that you are trying to listen objectively – perhaps trying to put yourself into the time and place when it was originally written – what you are hearing is filtered through your own perspective.  That is what is so interesting about preaching.  While I try to preach from a perspective that reaches the community at large, what you are getting is directly influenced by how I read and interpret Scripture.  I bring this up in particular today because I’m interested in how each of you heard the story in Luke.  Did you hear it from the perspective of the woman – carrying the judgment of the community and yet vulnerably and compassionately washing the feet of Jesus with her tears and anointing them with ointment? Or were you hearing it from Simon the Pharisee’s view – inviting Jesus to eat with him, but cautiously curious at Jesus’ acceptance of an outsider, of a sinner? And how many of us are willing to admit we hear it either way? I mean, who wants to raise their hand and say I’m a sinner or I’m a judger? While I think that to some degree all of us are both, there is at least one person who believes that we can view this story through one more perspective.  

I recently read the latest book by Sara Miles, called Jesus Freak.  Sara is the founder and director of The Food Panty, and serves as Director of Ministry at St. Gregory of Nyssa Episcopal Church in San Francisco.  Sara describes The Food Pantry as an open invitation to hundreds of people in need of food.  Every Friday food is laid out around the altar and serves as an expression of the same thing you experience at the Sunday Eucharist – the chance to share food and to give thanks to God.  


Recently she started a new ministry – A Healer’s Workshop.  She gathered people who in their various professions – doctors, nurses, social workers, psychologists, activists, chaplains – people who in their day-to-day lives were treating people in need and who were beginning to feel increasingly hopeless.  However, they discovered in the explorations of their experiences what is was that made it possible for them to keep doing what they were doing – it was their ability to see a person as a whole.  


Anibal, a case manager and a priest, shared a story about being at the doctor’s office with a client.  The doctor comes into the room and is angry with his client because he has liver disease and he says to him, “You’re a drunk; you’re going to die.” Anibal shrugs, “Well, great, thanks, tell him something he doesn’t know.” But upon further reflection, Anibal sees what Jesus saw in the Gospel of Luke – with the woman of the city, a sinner.  Anibal understands the question, “Who else are you?” To that question he shares with the group of healers, “I see someone else in there, besides a drunk.  Our job as healers is to help this person understand his own capacity to love and to heal.” 


Sara Miles believes that each one of us can be Jesus.  Now even I say that with some skepticism.  I have certainly heard the call to find Jesus in the person next to us – the person you know and love, the stranger, the one you can’t forgive – I know we are called to find Jesus, but to be Jesus? And yet, if we are called to see Jesus in everyone, why wouldn’t we see Jesus in ourselves? What Sara says is true – she cites Jesus’ commissioning of the Holy Spirit.  “As the Father sent me, so I send you.” And he breathes on them.  “Receive the Holy Spirit.” Sara writes, “From this power, and from the practical acts of mercy he’s given every human being… Jesus has given us all the power to be Jesus.” 

The essence of the story from the Gospel of Luke, is that Jesus is someone who sees the whole person.  Jesus looks at the woman at his feet and sees someone not other than a sinner, but more than a sinner.  He shares what he sees with Simon – asking him, “Do you see this woman?” He’s not asking if he sees her reputation, her sins, her intrusion into his home – he is asking him if he sees her humanity, her hospitality, her love.  When Jesus sees this woman as a whole person, he gives her the opportunity to be a whole person.  We are called to do the same – to see the whole person in everyone.  On Thursday I went to the Episcopal Village West conference to be on a panel with three other young adults.  Between the four of us, we were supposed to respond on behalf of all young adults (in the diocese) about what “we” want from the Episcopal Church.  I think that I failed miserably because I didn’t want to answer as a young adult.  I wanted to answer as a whole person, someone not just other than, but more than a young adult.  

Yes, we can all fit into the boxes that other people put us in – or we can look at the interaction between Jesus and the woman and be invited to be more.  

We are all more than a young adult, a retired person, a widow, an alcoholic, gay, straight, unemployed, a sinner, a judger.  It starts here, amongst ourselves – to see one another and expect that there is more.  Because it is when we are seen as more, that we will begin to act as more. Amen  

