Maundy Thursday - 21 April 2011
“Do you see this woman?”
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Vera came from Caning Town.  Her community was in what used to be the Royal Docks in London’s East End.  In the early 1990s plans for the massive redevelopment of the whole area along the waterfront were well under way – Canary Wharf dominated the sky line; soon a new light railway, dockside airport and the finance houses of the world’s largest banks would follow.  Wealth beyond anything Vera could ever have imagined was about to colonise her world.
Her church was the Church of the Ascension in Victoria Dock – a crumbling relic of high Victorian provision for the working masses who lived and died building and labouring in the docks.  Now all that was over: the church was dying as the planners and consultants took over the cityscape.

My meeting with Vera had been planned for weeks.  As the local Archdeacon I was to talk with the architect and Vera about plans for re-ordering the church for a new era.  The grants were in place; the Dockland Development Corporation were supportive; we were ready to go.  But it wasn’t to be: 5 minutes before the meeting was due to begin, Vera apologised briefly for not staying – “I’m ever so sorry, but my little group really needs me …”

Wealth and poverty: abundance and scarcity.  We were looking in different directions and seeing them in different places.  For Vera the little group of faithful ones who still looked to the church as the place of belonging and identity were where the true riches were to be found.  That was her place.

The Gospel presents us with just such a distinction.  Jesus says to Simon the Pharisee “Do you see this woman?”  Of course it means more than “do you notice her?” rather it implies “Do you see the truth about her; are you capable of taking in the meaning of what she has done?

All the details Luke gives us are clues to the meaning.  Jesus is invited to eat with Simon.  He takes his place at a table with the men: but soon discovers that this is something of a cultural ambush.  The courtesies required of any host in that culture are pointedly ignored; there is no kiss of greeting, no washing of the visitor’s feet; no honouring of the guest’s status by anointing.
A woman who has no place in that company; who is excluded by her gender and who brings shame on the household by her reputation dares to enter uninvited.  She has heard no doubt Jesus’ message of unconditional love and in her desperation is drawn to him.  She says nothing – her faith is expressed in actions so vivid, so intimate, so outrageous that they shock and horrify.  Origen wrote: “She who owed the great debt and was forgiven, showed great love.”  She enters the dining room as a forgiven woman.  Had Jesus not been publicly humiliated she might have simply fallen on her knees expressing her joy at her new found freedom.  But she begins to weep, and it is clear that her tears are not for her sins but for the public humiliation of this beautiful person who has set her free with his message of the love of God for sinners.
And what these actions reveal to Jesus is that the woman has already been drawn into the abundance of God’s kingdom – she makes this extravagant gesture because she knows there is always enough with Jesus, that what He has to offer can never be used up.  That in his company there are riches far beyond the wary, cautious defensive posturing of Simon’s exclusive world.  She is prepared to risk everything for that – rejection, insult and possibly more as she begins to intuit where Jesus’ life may take him.

“Do you see this woman?”  The question is put to us all, my brothers and sister.  Can we see beyond the concerns, the caution, the demands and the defensiveness of our sometimes clamorous church, to the people outside our sight lines who sense there is a God of passionate love and yearn to touch him.  Do you see this woman?
If we are to see more clearly, we must acquire the habit of looking in unexpected places.  The Old Testament turns our attention not to a woman of ill repute, but to a child.  And here too the theme is scarcity and abundance.  “The word of the Lord was rare in those days”.  “The lamp of the Lord” had not yet gone out, but we sense that it is flickering and there is little oil left.  No one any longer expects a compelling vision to emerge; the best there is to hope for is survival; Israel, like Eli it seems has become deaf and blind, so it falls to the child Samuel to sense in the night that there is a word which no one else can hear; a word which is to reveal to Samuel how he might lead his people on to God’s plenteous providing.
Why should a woman of ill repute and a wakeful child address us today through the Word of God?  Perhaps because only they can show us what we need to see.  In his book “Jesus through Middle Eastern Eyes” Kenneth Bailey writes: “In every culture the message of the gospel is in constant danger of being compromised by the value system that supports that culture and its goals.  The stranger to that culture can instinctively identify those points of surrender and call the community back to a more authentic faith.”

Do you see this woman?  Perhaps she is reminding us that like her, in the presence of Jesus we have enough and more than enough of what we really need.  Perhaps she is reminding a church anxious about its future, worried about members, concerned about budgets, troubled about image that it is only through Christ that our lives can be opened up to the life of abundance.  Perhaps she is reminding us of our calling to reveal to an increasingly divided nation where its true riches are to be found.  That as wealth mushrooms and balloons while people lose their livelihoods, the church must speak and live out how “to be poor while making many rich.”
Do you see this woman?  Perhaps she is showing us much more, revealing how we are to travel with Our Lord through the events of his passion and crucifixion, showing we can only do this in trust.  Rowan Williams has written “Good Friday is not about your heroic efforts of piety or self sacrifice – anything but.  The enormous scale of what has been transacted and recalled exhausts our reasons for speaking and feeling.  It’s simply too big.  The greatest struggle in the world’s history is re-enacted and all we can ever think or say about it will be inadequate to the reality.  That’s all right, says God, I don’t ask for your efforts, your skill or your sophistication.  I ask that those who try to speak of these things learn to trust in them.  All we need to know is that “Love so amazing so divine, demands my soul, my life my all”.  What else can we say?  That this event is a gift to us, a gift of such scale and importance that nothing compares with it.”
Do you see this woman?  She responds to the gift of Jesus with tears and actions that express what he has done for her.  The passage read from the Book of Revelations suggests a vision of a time when all humanity will see and respond like this.  “Every eye will see him, even those who pierced him, and on his account all the tribes of the earth will wail”.    This is the deepest human instinct  400 children gave expression to last week at Launde Abbey, carrying 12 crosses and erecting them in different stations around the grounds.  Tomorrow thousands will follow the way of the cross here in Leicester and around the city and county.  On Friday young people will pray around the cross here, and on Easter morning at dawn 30 new Christians will come and be baptised and confirmed to light the New fire of Easter.  Gestures, actions, responses to the abundance of God’s gift repeated countless times around the world.
Do you see this woman?  Like her we sense that we have a place at the table with Jesus.  In a moment after renewing our vows we will again eat and drink with the one who although poor has invited us to share his body and blood.  This is the gift of abundance: the gift which makes possible the life of a community which shares with one another, which bears one another’s burdens, which challenges the presumptions of power, prestige and status which divide us from each other.  A community which dares to trust that in Jesus we see that our ultimate identity is not in ourselves but in God, always faithful, whose goodness is greater than our sinfulness, whose love is stronger than our betrayals, whose truth is deeper than our denials, whose mercy is wider than our penitence.

God forbid that we should glory, save in the cross of Our Lord Jesus Christ.
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