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   From the Pulpit... 
 

“Forgiven” 
Rev. Julie Sheridan-Smith – Preaching 

Luke 7: 36-50, Luke 23:26-34 

 
It may feel a bit strange to hear these words from Jesus at the end of August as summer moves 

toward all the events and beginnings that Fall brings.  Today, we come to the end of our 

summers series in which we have considered several aspects that we see in others - and in 

ourselves - as limitations.  Concepts and sensibilities we hold that hamper our understanding and 

experience of the life God intends for us. We have focused on when we say, life seem 

impossible, or when we are just too tired, confused, feeling unloved, unworthy, incapable… and 

much of what lies at the core of these feelings…when we find others, or ourselves - 

unforgivable.  

 

And yet God says we are guided, offered rest, given strength through our relationship with God.  

God says we are beloved, worthy, capable, forgiven and whole…that the limitations we feel  are 

received, changed, healed again - in and through the life God offers. 

 

There is no doubt we struggle with this, given the complexity of the world we live in and the 

humanness of who we are in it.  How do we wrap our heads and even more, our hearts around 

forgiveness of others; those that we know, or have had some kind of relationship with.  Or the 

“others” who are current or historical figures who had enacted purposeful harm in the world…on 

the people and on creation - that surrounds and supports us.   

 

And how about ourselves, carrying around cringe worthy things, big or small, that we cannot let 

go of, and we don’t know how to believe we might be forgiven them somehow.  

When we say, “It’s unforgivable” and yet God is so many ways has said, “I forgive you.” 

 

Let’s consider the Lord’s Prayer, a prayer we say together every time we gather in worship.  This 

isn’t a prayer someone made up, and long ago we all decided it seemed a good thing to say 

together so - all around the world we plug it into our order of worship.  We remember we have 

this particular prayer because Jesus, when asked by his followers to teach them how to pray, 

responded with a version of the words we call, The Lord’s Prayer. A model or a way of praying.   

And so what’s going on in this prayer we all know so well and my not always think too hard 

about? 
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It begins where we acknowledge and verbalize who we offer our prayers to, then reminds us that 

an overall purpose of prayer is to seek God’s will, so that we might know and be part of enacting 

it. 

 

In praying this - we say we know that we need God in - not only extraordinary things, but also all 

the time - in our everyday needs.  And knowing this leads directly to a profound statement, again 

in extraordinary and in our everyday ways…we ask for forgiveness and to be forgivers.  This sits 

at the core of this model of prayer Jesus taught I believe, because it sits at the core of our being. 

The word forgiveness, if not the actual idea of it is so - in front of us.  Student Loan Forgiveness. 

And I am not bringing this up to argue or point toward the politicized arguments being batted 

back and forth across Facebook, Twitter, discussed on podcasts, and news opinions, but to note 

how we find forgiveness itself so complicated and fraught with division. 

 

Forgiveness.  How do we speak or embrace this word when our hearts are wrenched for teachers, 

children, administrators, civil servants, families, neighbors in Uvalde Texas when we stop to 

think about what “back to school” means for them. 

 

How are we able to look for God’s forgiveness, in these circumstances?  And conversely how do 

we realize something about our own more strangled efforts to live out what it means… and yet 

trip over trying to embrace being FORGIVEN.  

 

We tangle with it, the questionable fairness of it, that somehow we are supposed to forgive what 

we know to be unforgivable.  Or what is so hard to understand… the unfairness we may find in 

that, God seems to forgive the unforgivable – in others, and in us.  Unfair because something 

about that concept feels like someone- including ourselves- is getting off the hook. 

 

And this is what may be at issue for us…because forgiveness does not ever deny that a wrong of 

some kind has happened, or that it doesn’t wound or hurt.  Nor does it ever suggest a change 

isn’t called for.  God’s forgiveness doesn’t cover over or wash away that there is work to be 

done.  It doesn’t mean the offended or offender or God is unconcerned or isn’t even angered by 

injustice.  Forgiveness relates to the fact that something IS wrong!  And so, forgiveness itself 

isn’t the end point, it’s the possibility of a beginning. 

 

We have this story or lesson this morning - in which there is a woman exhibiting a great deal of 

bold behavior and extravagant emotion as she approaches Jesus.  There are several different and 

interesting angles going on here, that I find intriguing.  There is Simon- the Pharisee whose home 

Jesus has come to.  Simon it seems invited Jesus in and yet holds back, not even offering the 

basic and socially expected hospitality.  This woman who by the way the story is told, has some 

kind of reputation, probably not invited to the party…known in a negative way.  But she does not 

hold back – her emotion, awe, ointment, her extravagant expression of love.  These actions might 

have given any of us an inner cringe if we had been there, because she expresses herself 

so…freely.  And I think there is something being told here by the way she behaves so 

boldly…not because she thinks she needs forgiveness and can somehow get it this way, but 

because she knows she is forgiven. 
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It seems she is free from the constraints of reputation that others have named over her.  She 

knows herself  - even as she approached Jesus - as forgiven…even before Jesus speaks of it.  Her 

extravagance wasn’t her ticket to forgiveness, it was an expression of love and trust in response 

to who she believes herself to be.  Not first as a sinner but first as forgiven.  This is where she 

starts from in this story.  Simon is the one who is twisted up inside, mumbling to himself about 

the apparent flaws of both Jesus and the woman. 

And then Jesus speaks directly to Simon, “I have something to say…” and pretty much tells a 

parable or story that the woman has already spoken to everyone - by her actions. 

 

We have the parable Jesus teaches about a child who has taken what his father freely gave, left 

home and squandered it away. This son, realizing he has done wrong - to his father and himself 

declares himself a sinner- sorry for the path he took.  And so, begins to return and tell this to his 

father.  And as the parable goes, the father runs out to meet and welcome him home, before any 

declaration of guilt is made, the father doesn’t speak words of forgiveness but simply opens his 

arms and heart.    

 

We have so many stories or lessons about forgiveness…Peter, wanting some idea of reciprocity 

or a balancing of tit for tat, wanting to know if someone sins against him how often does he have 

to forgive? So, he asks Jesus for some kind of framework to which he should respond. Jesus 

gives him a math equation involving 7 and 77.  But basically, I believe Jesus is telling Peter, 

don’t get caught up in accounting, it should just be a way of life. 

 

And of course, pointing to the extent God will go as we heard again those words Jesus spoke 

from the cross, “forgive them.”  We should be able to know that’s who we are – forgiven. And 

when Jesus spoke forgiveness from the cross before he died, we all know it wasn’t the ending, it 

was the beginning of life and way we are all called to live together.  

 

Next week we will share Communion together and we will speak a prayer of confession- 

together – and we will hear again that we are beloved, forgiven, welcomed by God. So, at our 

core…and understanding all these things… we begin from a place in which our heart knows 

ourselves as forgiven. This is SO important! 

 

Clearly we need to be reminded about forgiveness.  There are so many opportunities and ways 

we do this.  There are seasons, when we in the church focus on repentance. Lent, those weeks 

leading us to the cross and resurrection reminds us.  And just imagine – if all these teachings and 

stories and ultimately what we heard Jesus say from the cross – speaking forgiveness with his 

last breath…what if Jesus’ words and actions were so fully received and believed by us!?  

Imagine how we might begin to love, respect, and care for ourselves and others. And feeling the 

freedom… knowing ourselves as forgiven, we are more able to love all that God loves…and in 

doing so more able to reach out to care for others as confidently, freely and boldly as the 

uninvited woman who came to Jesus that day.   

 

Earlier Rick sang that beautiful song, The Gift of Love, and the lyrics sing of how we are to be 

grounded and guided by inward love, and invite God’s Sprit - which is love - in. Henri Nouwen 

writes, “Forgiveness is the name of love practiced among people who love poorly…Forgiveness 

is the great work of love among the fellowship of the weak that is the human family.”  Let us 
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know in the core of our being that we are forgiven and invite the Love, also known as God, to 

work through us every day. 

 

Forgiveness is not the end point, it is our beginning. 

 

Amen 

 

 

 


