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Luke 7:36-50 
A Sinful woman Forgiven 

36 One of the Pharisees asked Jesus † to eat with him, and he went into the 
Pharisee’s house and took his place at the table.  37 And a woman in the city, who 
was a sinner, having learned that he was eating in the Pharisee’s house, brought an 
alabaster jar of ointment.  38 She stood behind him at his feet, weeping, and began to 
bathe his feet with her tears and to dry them with her hair. Then she continued 
kissing his feet and anointing them with the ointment.  39 Now when the Pharisee 
who had invited him saw it, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he 
would have known who and what kind of woman this is who is touching him—that 
she is a sinner.”  40 Jesus spoke up and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say 
to you.” “Teacher,” he replied, “Speak.”  41 “A certain creditor had two debtors; one 
owed five hundred denarii, † and the other fifty.  42 When they could not pay, he 
canceled the debts for both of them. Now which of them will love him more?”  43 

Simon answered, “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.” And 
Jesus † said to him, “You have judged rightly.”  44 Then turning toward the woman, 
he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your house; you gave me no 
water for my feet, but she has bathed my feet with her tears and dried them with 
her hair.  45 You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped 
kissing my feet.  46 You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my 
feet with ointment.  47 Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been 
forgiven; hence she has shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, 
loves little.”  48 Then he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.”  49 But those who were 
at the table with him began to say among themselves, “Who is this who even 
forgives sins?”  50 And he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in 
peace.”  

 
This is probably one of the few days this season that I can share a reflection on 
shadows. 
As we all know, shadows can be fun and they can be frightening. I think, as 
children, most of us marveled at the shadows that our bodies cast, especially in the 
early morning and late afternoon. Which one of us has not been tempted, and often 
has done, a little dance to see our shadows twirling? Or using our hands to make all 
kinds of pictures and shadow animals on the wall? I remember always being 
fascinated as a child, marveling at how the shadows of the car followed the car 
wherever it went.  
Of course, there is another side to shadows. There is an uncertainty about people 
who come out of the shadows because they are backlit by the sun. And children 
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can imagine many things and not all of them very good, about the shadows that 
play in their bedrooms when they are trying to sleep at night. 
All of today’s readings are about coming to terms with the frightening side of 
shadows. They feature three people who did just that: King Ahab in today’s 
reading from the Hebrew bible, with his murderous greed, Paul, in the reading 
from his letter to the Christian community in Galatia, who persecuted the church of 
Jesus; and this, unknown woman in our gospel reading from Luke. They are three 
genuine sinners who overcame the shadows, the shadows of the past, and learned 
to bask in the sun of God’s forgiveness. 
Now if we might identify the shadows, in our own cases, as something that we are 
not especially proud of, that we have done in the past; and if we identify the sun as 
God, then it is interesting to notice that the only time when we see our full shadow 
is when we turn our backs to the sun. Or to press the image to conclusion, the only 
time that we are overwhelmed by our sinful past is when our backs are turned to 
God.  
Then when one learns to turn and face the sun, the shadow does not disappear, but 
it is no longer an issue. It is behind us. Our past will always be there, but when we 
turn to God, God helps us put the past behind us. As the sun rises in the sky, the 
shadows decrease in size. And as increasingly we recognize that God is all 
forgiving, then the shadow of our past begins to fall into place. 
Of course, on the other hand, it is our experience that there are people who either 
hesitate or who refuse to turn to God. And you know what happens. Then their 
guilt moves very quickly into shame. Guilt says, “I have made a mistake.” Shame 
says, “I am a mistake.” God says that making a mistake is not the same as being a 
mistake. Regardless of how sinful we have been or are, we remain daughters and 
sons of a God who loves us, made eternally to God’s image and likeness. 
But there are some who indeed do not know this message. They have not heard the 
story of Ahab and they have not heard the story of Paul, and they have not heard 
the story of this unnamed woman in this morning’s gospel reading. And because 
they have neither heard nor seen the story they feel that their only alternative is to 
embrace the shadow, which, of course, will devour them. We see this among some 
of our young people. Here are a couple of examples: 

Earlier this year the northern community of Atawapaskat was prominent in our 
news media. On April 9th, they read: “The chief and council for the Attawapiskat 
First Nation on remote James Bay have declared a state of emergency, saying 
they're overwhelmed by the number of attempted suicides in the community. 



Pentecost 4 Year C St. Stephen the Martyr, Burnaby 

Page 3 of 4 

On Saturday night alone, 11 people attempted to take their own lives, Chief Bruce 
Shisheesh said.” And he added that since last September, 101 people of all ages in 
his community had attempted suicide. Just this past week, the issue of the 
incidence of suicide among Canada’s young people has been prominent in the 
news media. This was sparked by an article on TV and in the newspaper sounding 
an alarm that five young people during the past four months, in Woodstock 
Ontario, had committed suicide. In Canada, suicide is the second-leading causing 
of death among Canadian young people aged 15 to 34.  

Suicide is a very serious ‘shadow’ side of our society. While many of those 
attempting suicide or committing suicide are choosing the ‘shadow’ side, it is, 
unfortunately, our society that is casting the shadows, not the victims. The major 
reasons given for the suicides among young people are: bullying, depression and 
‘disconnection’ from others. And, all of them, potentially, can be prevented.  
And people of all ages move into the shadow because no one has shown them the 
light. They become preoccupied with darkness, but you know, as the metaphor 
says, the only time you see your full shadow is when you have your back to the 
sun. And they do not even know that the sun is shining, or that there is a God who 
incredibly loves them. 
The reason that you and I are here – although individually our past may be 
checkered, and individually we all cast our shadows one way or another, and even 
individually our faith may be varied – the reason you and I are here is community 
faith.  
And often I could not survive, myself, when my faith gets weak and I have my 
own difficulties unless I have the faith of the community of St. Stephen’s. And I 
suspect the same with you – that in our individual struggles we are weak, but the 
sum total, the synergism, if you will, of the people in our little faith community, in 
varying degrees of belief and unbelief and struggle, adds up to more than the sum 
total of the individuals, and sustains us. 
But Paul and the unknown woman refused to embrace the shadow and they turned 
to the Lord Jesus. And this is what we do by being here. We give each other, 
including our young people, an alternative to shadows, such as suicide, which are 
cast in our society. We provide them the sun to the shadow. 
There is another dimension here. These readings today are very simple, and yet 
they are profound. The simple part was that Paul, and this unknown woman 
recognized the shadow and they turned to the light, Jesus. The profound part was 
they did not let their past get them down and wallow in it. They did something. 
The murderous Paul went out, lived, and preached the word of God. And we can 
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hardly believe that this woman went back and said, “Now my sins are forgiven, I 
can sit home and knit.” She went out and proclaimed to the village, “I met 
someone who gave light to my darkened life and I want to share that with you.” 
I think that uniquely, above all others, parents and grandparents set the tone as to 
where light and darkness are. I think, above all others, fathers, mothers, 
grandparents and caregivers tell their daughters and sons by word and action that 
there is a sun that they can turn to. That they do not have to wallow in their 
shadows, if they just do a turnabout. There is a God who loves them. Especially 
those who know what forgiveness is.  
To borrow a cliché from all those bumper stickers, “If families set the tone, 
forgiven families do it better.” Families who themselves know forgiveness. They 
are better able to show their children what it means. And after all, the fact is, 
psychologically and spiritually, that unconsciously we all take our first impressions 
of God from our own parents and caregivers, because one of the first prayers we 
learn is “Our Father who is in heaven,” and the first overlay of that main Father is 
the father and mother that we know. 
And that is why families – including our church families are important. They set up 
the pattern for their children. Not to embrace the shadow, no matter how many 
terrible deeds they have done, but to turn to God. For example, every parent is a 
prodigal father, having the possibility of taking a prodigal son and daughter and 
saying, “Look, you have disgraced us. You have been into all kinds of terrible 
things. You have embarrassed us to death. You have hurt our family name. But our 
arms are open.” And once they learn that from mommy or daddy or Grandma or 
Granddad, God the Father is an easy jump. 
There is a story of a man who was watching his son struggling to carry heavy rocks 
across the lawn. He was making some kind of a fort or foundation, or whatever. 
And the father called across to his son, “Son, why don’t you call upon all your 
resources?” and the son protested, “But Dad, I am.” And his father said, “But you 
haven’t asked me to help you.” I think that is where families and other caregivers 
are important. They are a resource. They point to God, and they are mentors to 
others. 

-Gary Hamblin 

Sources: Herbert O’Driscoll, The Word Among Us; William Bausch,  A World of 
Stories; Fred B. Craddock et. al. Preaching Through the Christian Year. Richard 
Rohr, Breathing Under Water. 
 
 


