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Well, we spent a good bit of time at Annual Conference debating some resolutions put forward 
about the meaning of repentance, and about just who should be allowed to become a member of 
the United Methodist Church. More specifically, the debates centered on whether someone who 
is unrepentant for their sin should be allowed to join. Of course, that gets into the whole 
problem of who gets to decide just what constitutes sin. And even if we could agree on that, I 
mean I think it goes a lot deeper than just whatever “grocery list” of sins the church in a 
particular culture in a particular place in history comes up with, doesn't it? But, even if we 
could agree on that, this whole business of unrepented for sin is a sticky wicket. I mean, we're 
all sinners, right? The Bible says that. 
 
We know that about ourselves, there will always be things in us and in the way we relate with 
others won't there, that miss the mark, that fall short of the lived love and mercy of God that is 
the full humanness God intends for us. So, even though we want to and promise by God's grace 
to turn from our sin, at any given moment, a large portion of the sin that is ours will be 
unrepented for sin, because it will be sin that we haven't come to recognize in ourselves as sin 
yet. In fact, sometimes we might even be inclined to call it righteousness. 
 
So, we spent a lot of time talking about such things at Conference. There was a lot of quoting 
of John Wesley's doctrines about prevenient, justifying and sanctifying grace. In fact, people 
from both sides read from Wesley. Some of it, I thought was helpful, some not. But, the funny 
thing was, not once did anybody talk about this story from Luke. It would seem to have 
something to offer to a discussion about sin and grace and forgiveness, and who should be 
admitted as a member of our fellowship. But, nobody said anything about it. I wish they had. I 
mean the Pharisees were upset about the very same issue, really. They were upset that Jesus 
had fellowship with this woman who was a sinner. 
 
Now, we don't know exactly what her “sinner” status consisted of. We can surmise that it 
probably had to do with prostitution. William Loader has pointed out that “unaccompanied 
women bearing such oils usually belonged to the 'sinners'. They were, like the toll collectors, 
disreputable, living at the margins and surviving, perhaps to a minor degree prospering, through 
their services...” And the fact is, here she is, she shows up, doesn't belong  there, is obviously 
unaccompanied, and still carrying with her these 'oils'. That pretty well fits the bill for 
unrepentant sinner. She hasn't sold or thrown away those oils to try to make a new start and live 
a different life.  
 
And so, it's upsetting to Simon that Jesus allows this woman to have contact with him. 
 
Simon the Pharisee says to himself: “If this man were a prophet, he would have known what 
kind of woman this is who is touching him – that she is a sinner.” That is, he would have taken 
a stand. He would have told her, “you don't have a place here with us, as you are, you need to 
repent and turn from your lifestyle, start anew and then come. Now, you know that story's made 
for what we were discussing at Annual Conference! People were upset that the church might 
admit people into membership who haven't seen or don't acknowledge some part of their sin, as 
sin. I bet you thought the Pharisees were an ancient movement in Judaism two thousand years 
ago. But, they're still alive and well among us! But, you know what's worse than that? They're 
still alive and well in you and me. You know, there's just no way around it. 
 
When I was sitting there at Conference thinking what Pharisees these people were for not being 
able to see their own need to separate people out as sin, I was being a Pharisee myself toward 
them, separating them out! And that's the thing, isn't it? Simon's problem, and those folks at 



Conference, and mine, is that we spend so much time counting other people's debts we have no 
idea how large our own debt is. We just look at these others around us, and each for our own 
reasons, say in effect, I don't want to associate with them, They need to be transformed. And 
we even tell ourselves it's really love toward them, after all, God wants to transform them. 
Them... them... them. How can we, you and I, get past our own “righteousness?” 
 
In the story, Jesus turns to Simon and tells him a little parable. He says, “A certain creditor had 
two debtors; one owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. When they could not pay, he 
canceled the debts for both of them. Now which of them will love him more?” And Simon of 
course answers correctly. He says: “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.” 
And Jesus says so it is with this woman. “Her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; 
hence (I had a professor who said you should always pay attention to the little words in 
scripture) hence, she has shown great love. 
 
Now did you catch that? Jesus reverses the order! It's not repentance first and then forgiveness. 
It's forgiveness and then(hence) she is able to turn, and love. I mean that is the “turning” the 
repentance that  God desires right?, to be able more fully to love God and to love one another? 
Says Jesus, it's obvious she knows herself forgiven and liked by and accepted and acceptable to 
God..therefore (hence!) she's able to show great love! And then Jesus says to her, “Your sins 
are forgiven.” But, you know in the context of the story those words would seem to be more for 
just certification and celebration, kind of like when you get your diploma. I mean that that 
point, the work's already done, your graduation is already a reality that doesn't depend on you 
walking across the stage. So, it seems more for certification, or maybe it's just to stir the pot a 
little more, to get a little bit more under their skin to say that he can extend forgiveness, not just 
the official religious types at the Temple. 
 
At any rate what seems much more profound are Jesus' next words to the woman. He says to 
her, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.” That is, “Your trust that God is a God who 
delights in you, who likes you and accepts you has made you able to live a full, healthy loving 
life!” (That's what salvation is, after all.) “Go and live it!” How do we, you and I ever get past 
our own “righteousness” that we want to hold onto, as over against others, whoever “they” may 
be for us? It would seem to me that the answer lies in making what Thomas Merton called a 
“breakthrough to the already.” He has this great image of a man riding on an ox in search of an 
ox. Here was somebody anxiously surveying the whole terrain to try to find something when all 
along what he most wanted was present right underneath him.  It's like a bird flying through the 
sky asking, “where's air?” This is the great truth of being saved by grace. 
 
See, the trouble with the dividing up of grace into prevenient, justyfing and sanctifying grace, is 
that too often then we treat them as if they are separate “religious” experiences. 
 
It's all the same grace! And whenever we see it, and however we experience it, it is a glimpse 
into the reality of who God is. It is a glimpse into the reality in which, whether we realize or 
remember it, or not, we live and move and have our being. It is a “breakthrough to the already.” 
And its effect, if it truly is the grace of God, is always the same. It is like it is for this woman in 
Luke's story. It sets us free to love God and to love each other. Thanks be to God!  
 
I have to tell you, the Spirit of Jesus was moving among us at Conference. The Conference, by 
pretty large margins, rejected all of those rather Pharisaical resolutions that were brought before 
us about admitting “unrepentant” sinners. Now, if Christ will only speak to the Pharisee in me 
that I won't find myself in the same sin of rejection of others in my attitude toward them. Will 
you join me in that prayer and in that journey with Christ for yourself? God embraces us and 
loves us, sinners all, even when we, in the name of righteousness reject him in others, as 
impure. Amazing grace that sets us free, set us free for love again and again and again. Amen 
 


