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“Your sins are forgiven”

The word “robot”, I suppose, conjures up images of some clanking metal contraption, rather like a sort of Dalek, jerkily carrying out various functions.     

However, the inventor of the word, the Czechoslovak writer Karel Čapek, in a play written in 1920, was thinking of something slightly different.    A “robot” was an adapted human, stripped down in humanity so as to be sold as an inexpensive worker.    Everything not relating to work was taken out of the robot.   Indeed the word “robot” comes from a Czech word meaning ‘work’, but particularly in the sense of ‘drudge’.    Čapek’s play pre-dated the Communist era but almost seemed to prophesy Communism’s worst effects.   A robot was not even a slave, for a slave has a relationship with the master.   The robot does not relate.
In Čapek’s play, the robots rebel and try to kill all humans out of a fear that work will cease and there would be nothing else to live for.    Ultimately they are defeated through the blessing of love, which allows the survival of humanity.

In the Gospel today, the Pharisee treats Jesus like a robot rabbi.   There is no warmth, no courtesy, certainly no love.   Jesus is seen as purely functional.   One might wonder why he has been asked to dinner – purely to be inspected as a phenomenon, or what?

We notice that we are not initially told the Pharisee’s name;  that emerges later.   This seems to suggest there were no introductions, no initial courtesies.   And indeed, as we hear, there were not.    The Pharisee is guilty of the most appalling lack of courtesy.   When a guest arrived at one’s house, it was normal to place one’s hand on their shoulder and give them a kiss of peace, bathe their feet, burn incense, and put drops of attar of roses on their head.    None of these things had happened.    This is the first shocking thing in this shocking Gospel.

The second follows immediately.   Does Jesus take this discourtesy lying down – so to speak?   Certainly not.   He promptly comes in and “takes his place at table” – this would have meant reclining, not sitting.    But that was absolutely not done.   In gathering to eat, the senior in terms of age would recline first, then the second, and so on.     The atmosphere by now must have been electric.

And in comes the fallen woman.    One thing not to be surprised about is why she was not evicted.   Strange as it may seem to us, people coming in and meandering around at the edge of dinner parties – usually held in open courtyards – was not unusual.    But why is she here?

“If this man were a prophet ...” the Pharisee thinks.    He treats Jesus as a robot-prophet.   Someone who will pry into hearts to judge and condemn.   The drudgery of joylessness.

What does the woman do?   She has brought expensive ointment.   But firstly she washes Jesus’ feet, which should already have been done.   And having no water, she uses her tears.    She atones for the Pharisee’s insult at the beginning.

Then comes the fourth shocking thing.  She lets down her hair to dry Jesus’ feet.  This would have been a major scandal.   A woman covered her hair, only letting it down in the presence of her husband on their wedding night.    If you don’t believe me, when and where were the following words said?:

“It is the obligation of the female to cover her head because woman’s hair exudes vibrations that arouse, mislead and corrupt men”.    Where?   Iran.   When?   The year 1994AD.

The sinful woman provides all the humanity that Simon the Pharisee lacks.   But the next shocking thing is that Jesus is not embarrassed by her attentions.   He approves of them and affirms her.   If the other guests had been thinking “Dreadful woman!” they would now be changing their tune and thinking “Dreadful man!”
So now we can answer the question:  why is the woman here?   She is here to give thanks for forgiveness.   Thanks?   But surely she hasn’t been forgiven?   Hasn’t she come to ask for forgiveness?

No!

Convinced of Jesus’ power to forgive, of which she must be aware, she has already, in her heart, entrusted herself to him.    It is true that Jesus says the words “your sins are forgiven”, but that is to set the seal on the whole process.    The sins are forgiven already;  it does not depend on the formula of words.   The woman is overflowing with love because she trusts, deep down, that she is forgiven.   This is not presumption;  rather, it is intense confidence.

It is quite wrong to say that the woman has come wanting to be forgiven.   In that case, by her action she would be trying to buy grace, rather like somebody trying to bribe the priest in the confessional.

Here we have the whole dynamic of the Sacrament of Reconciliation.   Trust in God, sorrow for sin, restitution according to what is possible, sincere purpose of amendment.    All this happens before the penitent opens the confessional door.

So why go through the ritual of ‘Confession’?   Because it sets the seal on the forgiveness, joyfully, in the community.   It is primarily an act of thanksgiving, as is the woman’s act of anointing Jesus’ feet.

Great falls, and great appeals for mercy, bring about a massive outpouring of divine love.   Not surprisingly, a priest will be extremely cautious about not giving Absolution, and can only do so if he is convinced that the criteria for seeking forgiveness do not properly apply.

So woe betide those who say that grace can only work in one approved way.   Grace works in secret, almost unofficially, in fact.   Sometimes, officials – like Simon the Pharisee – can actually be obstacles to grace.

This Gospel is clearly inviting us to broaden our outlook.   We should be looking for the slightest traces of love for God exhibited by our brothers and sisters, even when they do not follow established patterns.   We should help them to see that God is at work in many unexpected ways in their lives, ways which may not always appear officially ‘God-like’.
The community needs order, certainly;  but we mustn’t reduce the Church to ‘the system’, creating a race of Christian robots in all their joylessness.    Rather, we must have a vision of the Church opening out, as Christ did, to embrace innumerable and unexpected and sometimes untidy signs of people recognising God, and being recognised by Him.
