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Psalm 23                                “Welcome to the Table”                        R.P.C. 
Luke 7:36-50                                 (Communion)                           October 5, 2014 
                                            Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    Have you noticed, that rarely in human life, are boundaries drawn more clearly 
than around a meal table.  I  mean, we are sometimes pretty careful as to who we 
invite to dinner…. 
    The daughter is dating a young man. “Dad, can I invite Tim to dinner next 
Sunday evening?” The ears perk up…. What does this mean, wonders the father. 
Who is this stranger who invades and intrudes at our family’s dinner table?  Thus 
the boundaries begin to be constructed into their defensive positions…. 
     Or, conversely, it is your first week at your new job. There is still the 
unanswered question in your mind as to whether you will like this place or not. 
The work seems OK, but a major part of your decisions is based on how you are 
getting along with your co-workers. Then one of them says, “Some of us go out to 
lunch together on Fridays. Do you want to join us?”  Ah, a boundary has been 
breached; a place of welcome has been set at the meal table, thus you begin to 
think you might like this job after all. 
    There is a human tendency to construct boundaries around our meal tables, 
and it seems rather natural to do so. After all, food is sustenance and as such it 
has its limits; instinctively we want to protect what we have in the way of table 
provisions for fear of running out. Furthermore the meal table is a place of 
intimacy, for the sharing of food together is one of the most intimate of human 
activities…. 
     At an Annual Recreational Workshop I attended some years ago, it was 
suggested that meal time is a “holy” kind of time for those who gather about the 
table; for as we ingest food and drink in the presence of one another, we are also 
taking in some of the spirit, presence, and personality of one another at the same 
time, and that is what makes it a place and moment of intimacy. 
     Remember those days when the family meal was eaten by the gathered family 
at the end of the day?  It had a sort of sacramental quality to it, didn’t it? It was an 
outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace – which, by the way, is 
one of the Reformed classic definitions of a sacrament. 
     Those of you who are fans of Downton Abbey, have you noticed how many of 
the scenes are depicted around meal settings? Of course there is that boundary 
from those upstairs and downstairs, that distinct division between the classes. 
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But so many of the topics of conversations are similar at those two tables: work 
and schedules, health concerns, the intricacies of relationship - including love, 
power plays, secrecy and deception. Surely, that is not what the psalmist was 
referring to when he wrote: “You prepare a table before me in the presence of 
my enemies….” But then of course, we have all experienced those occasions 
where a family meal turned into a family squabble. 
    For the Hebrew, every meal was to be treated as a religious occasion. We get 
our custom of saying a blessing – grace before meals – from the Jews. When we 
say a blessing before eating, we are claiming the meal table as a place of divine 
presence, and reminder of grace. So “God is great, God is good, let us thank Him 
for our food,” is a simple, yet very Jewish prayer. The Hebrew faith is telling us 
that, if we want to know and experience the presence of God, we do not have to 
go to some mountaintop and make a sacrifice.  All we have to do, to discover the 
love and presence of God, is to acknowledge our food as a blessing and gift, and 
recognize the presence of God who is its Provider. 
    So today’s gospel passage puts us observant guests at a meal table with Jesus. 
Jesus is the guest of a man named Simon, a religious person – a Pharisee in fact - a 
man who spends much of his time, studying God’s word and attempting to put his 
religion into practice in his everyday life.  
    Jesus is invited to dine with Simon; Jesus accepts and thus a boundary has been 
breached. The blessing has been said, God’s blessing and presence has been 
invoked and the table conversation begins as the meal is shared. First-century 
Jews, like this Pharisee, often met over a meal for a religious discussion, so we can 
imagine the two of them discussing matters of faith, for after all, Simon is a man 
of faith. 
    All goes well, until a woman enters the room, uninvited.  And she is not just any 
woman, but one who has been labeled as “a woman of the city.” We are not sure 
what that label means, but we naturally surmise it might mean a beggar, or 
someone like Julia Roberts in “Pretty Woman.” So THIS WOMAN comes in and 
falls at Jesus’ feet; she kisses his feet, anoints his feet with oil and her tears, and 
dries them with the hair on her head. 
    This act is more than Simon, the host, can take. It isn’t that this uninvited 
woman has violated all social propriety. In fact, Jesus remarks she is to be 
commended for her hospitality. For you see it was customary in that day, when a 
guest entered one’s house to greet them with a kiss, and wash the dust and dirt 
off their feet as a sign of welcome - Simon has done neither of these acts for 
Jesus.  
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    No, for Simon, the act by this woman was not simply a problem of social 
etiquette – it was a religious problem. “IF this man was a real prophet,” he says in 
a staged whisper for everyone to hear, “he would be able to see what sort of 
woman she is … she’s obviously a sinner.” Hey, what are prophets for if not to 
recognize sin and sinners when they are present. Are prophets not to point out 
the boundaries between the holy and the unholy, the righteous and the 
unrighteous? So, Jesus – IF he was truly a prophet - would see and immediately 
know what kind of person this woman is. 
    In response to this “staged whisper” of criticism, Jesus tells Simon a parable: 
One man owned his creditor a small sum of money; another owed a great deal of 
money. The creditor forgave BOTH debts: Think now Simon, which one would be 
the most grateful?  
    “Ooh, ooh…who is the one who had the greater debt!”  Then Jesus turns to 
Simon again and says: “Simon look at this woman. What do you see?” “Is this a 
sinner in need of even more exclusion, or a sinner in need of forgiveness and 
reconciliation?” “Is she a code breaker who ought to be punished for her violation 
of the code, or is she a person full of hunger who needs life-giving nourishment?” 
It is really a matter of perception: but notice the difference between the way 
Simon looks at this woman and the way Jesus sees her. 
    Some years ago courtroom programs became some of the most popular 
programs on television. Maybe it all started way back with the trials of O.J. 
Simpson and Rodney King, but the viewing public longed for more Judge Judy’s. 
    And why did such programming gain popularity? “Because couch potatoes love 
to see other people get judged,” wrote one expert. “It’s entertaining to see the 
judge ‘give it to somebody’ and watch them squirm.” Simon would have made a 
great ‘couch potato,’ watching courtroom programs: He apparently loves to see 
this woman who is an obvious sinner “get hers.” And, in a way, she does “get 
hers”, but surprisingly what she gets from Jesus is forgiveness and grace – a 
boundary has been breached! 
    Writes E.P. Sanders: “The overall tenor of Jesus’ teaching is compassion for frail 
humanity. He seems not to have gone around condemning people for their minor 
moral lapses. He worked not among the powerful, but among the lowly. He did 
not want to be a stern taskmaster or a censorious judge.” I guess this means if 
Jesus were a TV courtroom judge, his show would never have been renewed for 
the next season. He has a different perspective and vision than most of us. 
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    So what kind of vision do we have? When we gather to celebrate the Lord’s 
Supper, what does this meal table mean? Who do we see gathered at this table?  
Is this a meal for the family exclusively, for those already included among our 
numbers, for only those who worship and fellowship with us - a table reserved for 
the certified, righteous elect? Or is this a table for all sinners to gather around as 
they seek forgiveness – a meal fit for wider invitation and inclusion, meant to be 
shared with the whole world? 
    This account in Luke is full of physical, sensory imagery. It is an account that 
uses all the senses of sight, touch, smell, taste and hearing.  Jesus doesn’t 
confront the woman with the finer points of theology, which I am sure Simon 
knows all too well. It is enough for her to be at the table – to hear and see, and 
touch and smell and taste. And note that she doesn’t say anything – she simply 
reaches out and touches Jesus. 
    That is more than Simon can take: “If Jesus were a real prophet, he would be 
able to see what sort of woman was touching him,” complained Simon. We know 
that Jesus knew precisely ‘what sort of woman she was…and still the boundaries 
were breached! Apparently for Jesus, forgiveness is not some doctrine to 
memorized, then an award earned before it is believed; rather it is a feast that is 
to be received. It is a party to which outcasts are invited; a gift that is to be 
received with empty hands. 
    So Jesus not only tells a parable at the table – He becomes a parable – He 
becomes a sign – an outward sign of an inward grace – as to what God is up to in 
the world. 
    We have gathered here today around this pulpit and around this table to be fed 
by the word, by the bread and by the grace of God. So how do we like this story 
about a woman – a “woman of the city” who might disturb our places at the table 
and may partake of some of our sustenance? Remember, however that she was 
better at welcoming and receiving Jesus than was Simon, one of the religious 
insiders. But then, Jesus has “a thing” for those on the outside. He makes the 
table a place, not just warmhearted fellowship for the family, but also a symbol of 
invitation for others – even strangers – to come and join the family. How well do 
we receive THAT Jesus? 
    Jesus tells this woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.” Do you think he 
means, “Because you have washed my feet, you have been forgiven? I don’t think 
so…. That would be the old, ‘if you do this for me, I’ll do that for you” kind of 
theology, and there is no gift – no grace – not even any faith – in that. 
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    Rather, this woman’s faith is revealed in her coming to Jesus – in seeing 
something that Simon for all of his religious understanding, cannot see…. Jesus 
has come to save sinners; Jesus has come to invite ‘the lost’ to be found. So it is in 
‘knowing who Jesus is’ that she is found – that she is saved. 
    Every time the church gathers for a meal, be it the Lord’s Supper, or at a 
covered-dish supper in Fellowship Hall, we believe that Christ is with us.  We 
know that wherever two or three are gathered in his name, he is present. So 
when we break bread – any kind of bread, our eyes are to be open to his 
nearness. And when we converse with each other and partake of one another’s 
spirit, personality and presence, we partake of his presence as well. So today’s 
gospel bids us to open our eyes and see among us all the sisters and brothers – all 
the sinners - invited by Jesus to the great feast of salvation. 
    Who is a Christian?  A Christian is someone who clearly hears Jesus say, “Come 
sinners – come to the table; come to feast that I have prepared.”  A Christian 
knows that Jesus is calling and inviting each one of us. 
    A Christian is someone who then turns to sisters and brothers throughout the 
world and says, “Come join us… Come and join all us sinners ….”  “The boundary 
has been breached!” “A place has been set for you… and me.” “You too are 
welcome to join us … at the table of our Lord.”     Amen. 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


