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Inhospitable Spirituality Exposed - Extravagant Grace Available

by Alan Bartlett Read Luke 7.36 50

For the purposes of this short reflection, I will assume that two of the key problems that generate the 'unwelcoming
spirit' are fear and superiority; often of course the two are inseparable. We are frightened of the 'stranger.' Apart from
the English syndrome of social shyness, there is anxiety about rejection. Will we be embarrassed if we approach the
'stranger'? What happens if they ask us something we cannot answer? Perhaps we will in some way be exposed as a
fraud, or shallow, or irrelevant? Alternatively, we may not want to approach them. Perhaps they are not quite 'our sort
of people.' We may even know something about them that we do not like. Unmarried? Second relationship? Seen
down the pub a bit? Buying lottery tickets in the Co-op? Not the sort of folk likely to become churchgoers.

This story of Jesus and the prostitute 1 provides windows into our 'unwelcoming spirits' but also gives hope of a better
way.

Leaving aside issues of textual analysis, 2 the point of the whole story is clear. Simon the Pharisee is unwelcoming
and superior, both to Jesus and to the woman. In this, he reveals the ingratitude of someone who has not experienced
repentance and forgiveness, or indeed much of the lavish love of God.

But I am leaping to judgment here. This is a woman who sells her sex for money. She interrupts an important social
occasion and then causes more embarrassment by weeping in public. So much so that she wets Jesus' feet enough to
be able to wash them. Simon has every right to be horrified. How would we react in church this Sunday? And then it
gets worse. She takes down her hair - the action of a very unrespectable woman 3 - and uses it to dry his feet, whilst
kissing and anointing them. This is very intimate behaviour in public. Art house movie material! Of course Simon is
scandalized. In first century Palestine, such 'fallen' women were the objects of spiritual and moral contempt, and the
fact that Jesus lets her touch him is to Simon self-evident proof that he is not a prophet.

But in this he could not be more wrong. The fact that Jesus allows this still barely forgiven and certainly not sorted
'fallen' woman to touch him shows his grace-filled response to her love and faith. And to the eyes of Christian faith, in
touching him, she is touching the incarnate God.

This story prompts three reflections in me. First is an awareness of how safe my life as a Christian has become. I do
not meet 'fallen' women and certainly not in an arena as public and out of my control as a party. So many Christians,
grievously often new converts, become sucked inside the institutions of the church, so that we lose touch with old
friends and meeting places. We become culturally 'Christian' and therefore out of touch. No wonder we become
tongue-tied when 'they' arrive in our churches.

But, secondly, there may be deeper reasons for this. Perhaps one of the reasons for retreating inside the community of
the church is that I am not very sure of myself in tricky human encounters? Perhaps I need to be surrounded by the
'righteous' if I am going to be able to feel comfortable with myself, or even, somehow, beyond temptation? What was it
that enabled Jesus to mix so easily with 'sinners' and not fear 'contamination'? He was rooted in the love of the Father.
He was sure of his identity as the Son. He knew that his Father welcomed all-comers. I believe all this is true, whether
we have a 'top down' or a 'bottom up' Christology. So in this he can be a model for us. But it asks of us a painful
question: have we known enough of the lavish love of God to be sure of it in our guts? Are we absolutely convinced
that God loves the person who is walking past the outside of our church - and us too? And can we be sensitive and
human as we embody that love, without becoming churchy about it?

If we are less welcoming than Jesus then we have got something wrong. If part of our anxiety is a desire for visible
respectability, then we have not grasped 'justification by faith alone' or even the loving grace of God. There is an
extravagance and untidiness in Luke 7 which is typical of God, but less typical of the church. Respectability has no
place in the Christian faith.

But to do things differently requires, thirdly, a further change in us. It requires a Lutheran sense that we too are 'simul
iustus, simul peccator': at the same we are still sinful as well as justified by God. If somewhere, deep inside us, we
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have this sense of continual gratitude to a God who always reaches out to us, then that will enable us to be pastorally
gentle and welcoming to the unrespectable. We will know that they belong too. Even if they arrive in church and we do
not know them and they are not like us!

All of which brings us to a very simple point. If we truly know and have experienced the love and acceptance of God,
and keep on knowing that, then we will be in a place to live that love. If in some sense we have not experienced this
reality, then we will not love like this. I wonder at the gap between our rhetoric and our actions. Our language of God's
love and grace but our actual defensiveness. Is it really the case that we have only known a little forgiveness and
therefore love only a little?

But we finish on a positive note. We all know it can be difficult to communicate our faith. Without being foolishly naïve
about it, or fundamentalistic, uncritical, whatever; it is the case that Jesus was and is unexpectedly attractive to
unexpected people. Our responsibility is to help that attractiveness to shine through in our churches and in our own
lives.

Discussion Questions

What might cause us to feel fearful when someone new attends church?
Simon the Pharisee was superior! Do you agree? Are we ever?
Does the culture of church life sponsor unhealthy introversion? How?
Have you become culturally Christian? Discuss the implications for your own life and for those new to the faith.
What is our motivation for 'welcoming the stranger'?
What do we call those who are new to our churches? Guest/Visitor/Newcomer/First Timer/Outsider? How might
this designation affect our corporate culture?
What changes might we make in our church setting to promote an ethos of welcome? Might we need to ask
ourselves 'Whose church is it anyway?'

Notes
1 Whilst the text is not explicit, the woman is a known sinner. The most likely guess is that she is a prostitute, a class
of women who were visually and socially segregated. See the article 'Prostitute' in J B Green, S McKnight, I H Marshall
(eds), Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels (Leicester: IVP, 1992) p 643. Back 
2 Similar stories are to be found in Matthew 26.6 13, Mark 14.3 9 and John 12.1 8. There are complex links between the
texts. (See ch 4 in my forthcoming 'Humane Christianity,' DLT.) For the purposes of this piece, I am treating the story
as a Lucan tradition. Only Luke tells us that the house is that of a Pharisee. Only Luke tells us that the woman washes
Jesus' feet with her tears and kisses them. Only Luke tells us she is a notorious sinner. Only Luke stresses her love
and Jesus' love and forgiveness. This is a very distinctively Lucan story. Back 
3 W Barclay, The Gospel of Luke (Edinburgh: St Andrew's Press, 9th impression, 1965) p 94. Back

Further Resources
1.     Christianity Today offers a Welcoming Church Assessment Pack. The following overview is taken from their web
site:

From Friendly to Connecting 
Overcoming 9 barriers to adopting visitors.

Ready or Not? 
3 questions to evaluate a church's readiness to reach out.
From Comfort to Commitment 
Why many members find growth difficult.
Welcome Check-up 
How does our congregation measure up?
7 Ways to Rate Your Church 
Values that measure your spiritual environment.
Religion-less Spirituality 
Reaching people who think church is the problem, not the answer.
The 4 Spheres of Outreach
We don't have to go far to find people who need Christ.

2.     The Magnetic Church, a 'non-confrontational, practical evangelism events to help mainline protestant and similar
churches attract and retain new members' by evangelist Andrew D. Weeks
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