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ENTERING THE SCENE: 
Loving much and loving little are the hinges that open the door to Jesus’ 
understanding of God. It also seems to be the secret to understanding our 
understanding of God as well. Those who are attracted to the loving much of 
God totally understand and kneel with the woman. Those who are attracted to 
the loving little stand in solidarity with the Pharisee and his invited guests. 
Each day we are called to awareness in our ability to love much.  

Luke 7:36 – 8:3 
36 Now one of the Pharisees invited Jesus to have dinner with him, so he 
went to the Pharisee's house and reclined at the table.  37 When a woman 
who had lived a sinful life in that town learned that Jesus was eating at the 
Pharisee's house, she brought an alabaster jar of perfume, 38 and as she 
stood behind him at his feet weeping, she began to wet his feet with her 
tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them and poured perfume 
on them.  39 When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to 

himself, "If this man were a prophet, he would know who is touching him and what kind of woman she is--that she is a sinner."  40 
Jesus answered him, "Simon, I have something to tell you."  "Tell me, teacher," he said.  41 Two men owed money to a certain 
moneylender. One owed him five hundred denarii, and the other fifty.  42 Neither of them had the money to pay him back, so he 
canceled the debts of both. Now which of them will love him more?"  43 Simon replied, "I suppose the one who had the bigger debt 
canceled."  "You have judged correctly," Jesus said.  44 Then he turned toward the woman and said to Simon, "Do you see this 
woman? I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with 
her hair.  45 You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet.  46 You did not put 
oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet.  47 Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven--for she loved 
much. But he who has been forgiven little loves little."  48 Then Jesus said to her, "Your sins are forgiven."  49 The other guests 
began to say among themselves, "Who is this who even forgives sins?"  50 Jesus said to the woman, "Your faith has saved you; go in 
peace."   
8:1 After this, Jesus traveled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God. The 
Twelve were with him, 2 and also some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) from 
whom seven demons had come out; 3 Joanna the wife of Cuza, the manager of Herod's household; Susanna; and many others. These 
women were helping to support them out of their own means.   

DISCUSSION QUESTION: For Jesus, love is the measure. How large is my understanding of God’s love? 

PRAYER: Teacher Jesus, you were invited to dinner. When you got there you realized immediately that things were amiss. The usual 
hospitality was not offered and your behavior is questioned with hostile intent. You unmask the true motives of your host and guests 
when the woman bursts into the dinner to recognize your willingness to accept her need for your unconditional love. May I, like this 
woman feel that love so intensely that I can do as she did. Amen   

WORD STUDY AND QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION: 
PHARISEES / SIMON: The Pharisees, and Simon were firmly convinced of the truth that God could love only those who deserved 
to be loved. They had no ability to get beyond their “truth”. 
Do you have any ‘truths’ that prevent you from seeing and experiencing God’s unconditional love? 

DINNER: In Jesus’ time, a person only ate with those who they fully accepted as equals. In fact to have someone dine with you was 
seen as a sign of acceptance. 
Do you get the feeling that the Pharisees and Simon truly accepted Jesus when they invited him to dine with them? If not, what reveals 
this disparity? 

RECLINED: Only those of means could set a table that included the relaxed position of reclining. We are thus told that this meal was 
with those whom had it ‘made’ in their world. 
How does this information help you to “get the picture” of what is really going on in this text? Have you ever been invited to a 
situation like this seems to be? If so, what feelings do you remember about it? 
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WOMAN / WOMEN / MARY / JOANNA / SUSANNA: Luke’s gospel really helps us to see how Jesus responded to the women in 
his life. They included saints and sinners alike, and were given full humanity by the way Jesus treated them and their concerns. 
How does this help you to see Jesus’ understanding of God? 

SINFUL LIFE / SINNER / EVIL SPIRITS / DISEASES: Sin was believed to be the root of all evils, physical, mental, or spiritual. 
It was also a barrier to God’s love and acceptance and needed to be removed before God could accept or love a person. 
How does Jesus challenge this understanding of sin and of God? 
  
ALABASTER JAR OF PERFUME / WATER: The woman brings expensive perfume to lavish on Jesus’ feet, while the host does 
not even offer the customary water to cleanse his feet. 
How does this information reveal what is really going on in this encounter? 

BEHIND: The woman does not even dare to approach Jesus face to face, but comes up behind him to express her love. Simon 
confronts Jesus face to face with his callous feigned concerns.  
 If you would have been there that day, watching this going on, what impressions might you have had as you saw the encounter taking 
place? How would your understanding of God influence your response? 

WEEPING / TEARS:  KISSED / KISSING: Tears, weeping, kissing, all indicate an overflow of emotions and a depth of insight and 
love on the part of the woman. 
Does this help Simon discount Jesus? Do you get the impression that this was the real reason he invited him to supper in the first 
place? 

IF: The clue to Simon’s agenda comes with this two letter word, if. If Jesus were who ‘they’ say he is, he certainly would not have 
responded to the intrusion of this sinful woman the way he has done. Now Simon can rest easy that he need not take Jesus seriously. 
How do you feel when someone who is challenging a ‘truth’ of yours apparently discounts themselves by some behavior? Relieved? 
Troubled? 

TEACHER: Simon calls Jesus, teacher. This must be what he has heard about Jesus and now wants to check out for himself. 
Does Simon let Jesus teach him?  

OWED / DEBT CANCELED / FORGIVES / FORGIVEN: The woman apparently has come to know that God does not hold her 
sin against her, and thus wants to express her awareness and gratitude in the only way she knows. 
How does her awareness compare with Simon’s? With Jesus’? 

YOU DID NOT: When Simon challenges Jesus on his behavior, Jesus responds very directly with his own challenge. 
Do you think Simon learned from this experience? If so, why? If not, why? 

LOVED MUCH / LOVES LITTLE: The defining difference between Simon and the woman seems to be the ability to receive and 
give love. 
What does this tell you about their understanding of God? 

GO IN PEACE / GOOD NEWS: The woman has apparently heard the ‘good news’ of unconditional love and comes looking for the 
peace that such news brings. 
When was the last time you also heard this good news and left in peace? 

KINGDOM OF GOD: It has been said that once we fully accept this good news, we become aware of being in the kingdom of God 
here and now. We then can literally “go singing in the reign” in whatever comes in to our physical life. 
How is your ability to ‘sing in the reign’ these days? 

PARALLEL TEXTS: Lk. 7: 36 // Lk. 11:37; 14:1; Lk. 7:37ff // Mt. 26:6-13; Mk. 14: 3-9; Jn. 12: 1-8; 
Mt. 21: 32; Lk. 7:48 // Mt. 9:2; Lk. 8:1 // Lk. 4:43; Mk. 1:39; Lk. 8:2 // Lk. 24:10; Mt. 27:55ff; Mk. 15:40f; 16:9; Jn. 19:25; 

OTHER TEXTS OF THE WEEK: Gn. 14: 18-20; Ps. 110: 1-4; 1 Cor. 11: 23-6; Lk. 9: 11-17; 
Revised Common Lectionary: I Kgs. 21:1-21; Ps. 5: 1-8; Gal. 2: 15-21; Lk. 7: 36 - 8:3; 

SUPPORTIVE INFORMATION: 
For me, forgiveness and compassion are always linked: how do we hold people accountable for wrongdoing and yet at the same time 
remain in touch with their humanity enough to believe in their capacity to be transformed? - bell hooks 

Compassion continues the Incarnation by allowing the Word of God to take root within us, to be enfleshed in us. The Incarnation is 
not finished; it is not yet complete for it is to be completed in us. Ilia Delio, 
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People who have never loved or never suffered will normally try to control everything with an either-or attitude or all-or-nothing 
thinking. This closed system is all they are prepared for. The mentality that divides the world into “deserving and undeserving” has not 
yet experienced the absolute gratuity of grace or the undeserved character of mercy. This lack of in-depth God-experience leaves all of 
us judgmental, demanding, unforgiving, and weak in empathy and sympathy. Such people will remain inside the prison of 
“meritocracy,” where all has to be deserved. They are still counting when in reality God and grace exist outside of all accounting. 
Remember, however, to be patient with such people, even if you are the target of their judgment, because on some level, that is how 
they treat themselves as well. Richard Rohr 

Compassion is language the deaf can hear and the blind can see. ~Mark Twain 

If you have people who will exclude any of God's creatures from the shelter of compassion and pity, you will have people who deal 
likewise with their fellow human beings. - Francis of Assisi 

Be kind to all, because everyone is fighting a great battle. Philo of Alexandria 

Compassion is more important than intellect in calling forth the love that the work of peace needs, and intuition can often be a far 
more powerful searchlight than cold reason. -Betty Williams 

Jesus says of the woman with the alabaster jar, perhaps Mary Magdalene: Her many sins must have been forgiven her, or she would 
not have shown such great love.” And then he turns it around and affirms the opposite also: “It is the person who is forgiven little who 
shows little love” (Lk. 7: 47). He is making an amazing connection that might be the heart of the matter here. He is rather clearly 
saying that the very failures and radical insufficiency of our lives are what lead us into larger life and love. He says, as it were, to the 
sneering men at that gathering, “You are all wrong about God! She gets it, and you don’t!” Pg. 180. 
   For the True Self, there is nothing to hate, reject, deny, or judge as unworthy or unnecessary. It has “been forgiven much and so it 
loves much” (Lk. 7:47). Compassion and mercy come easily now, once you live from inside the Big Body of love. Pg. 184. 
Rohr, Richard. Immortal Diamond.  San Francisco, CA. Jossey-Bass Pub. 2013. 

Jewish scholar Amy Jill Levine cautions us to be full of care when reading the gospels. She reveals the many ways that Luke uses his 
stories to stereotype people such as the Pharisees etc. On page 143 she says: “…Jesus is not somehow liberating women from an 
oppressive, misogynistic Judaism. Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, and many other women who accompanied Jesus (See Lk. 8: 
1-3) all had freedom to travel and access to their own funds. The women who provided him support, such as Mary and Martha, not 
only had access to their own funds but could own their own homes. Women frequented synagogue gatherings and the Jerusalem 
Temple, and neither place had balconies where the women were to be relegated. Levine, Amy-Jill. The Misunderstood Jew. NY. Harper Collins. 
2006 

Hope and faith will both come to an end when we die. But love will remain. Love is eternal. Love comes from God and returns to 
God. When we die, we will lose everything that life gave us except love. The love with which we lived our lives is the life of God 
within us. It is the divine, indestructible core of our being. This love not only will remain but will also bear fruit from generation to 
generation. When we approach our deaths let us say to those we leave behind, "Don't let your heart be troubled. The love of God that 
dwells in my heart will come to you and offer you consolation and comfort." Henri Nouwen 

Humility and love are precisely the graces which the people of the world can understand, if they do not comprehend doctrines. They 
are the graces about which there is no mystery, and they are within reach of all classes. The poorest... Christian can every day find 
occasion for practicing love and humility. -  J. C. Ryle (1816-1900) 

Acceptance is not about condoning; it is about embracing.  When we build a life of acceptance, we build a new kind of kingdom 
among us. Pages xxvi & xxx Homan, Daniel, OSB & Pratt, Lonni Collins. Radical Hospitality. Brewster, MA. Paraclete Press. 2002.  

By choosing to forgive, we stand in awe of the horrors that can happen to people in this world, and we decide neither to participate in 
them nor to repay them. Rev. Lyndon Harris 

…forgiveness results from love….At first reading, the theme of the day seems to concern adultery. …but adultery is merely the 
“presenting case.” It is the talking-point for beginning a reflection that goes further….The contrast between sinner and Pharisee is 
pivotal in this liturgy – just as it is important in the gospels as a whole. Each is called to repentance, but there would seem to be a 
difference. At first, Mary’s repentance seems to be the easiest to understand. But here’s a question: what do we imagine her to be like 
after her conversion? If we picture her transformed into a prudent and careful moralist, we may be in trouble. For that’s where the 
Pharisee is already, and he is called to repentance too. It is worth noting that in this story, at the height of her conversion experience, 
Mary still displays a certain flair and style. On her side is passion, compassion, boldness risk. On Simon’s side is calculation, caution, 
precaution, control. The “sinner” is labeled such by the Pharisee, who is certain of his own merit. And he has all the attitudes of his 
culture to lack him up.     Beck, Fr. Robert. Witness. June 5, 1983. Page 5.  

Another famous meal story about Jesus describes a woman anointing Jesus with perfumed oil –either on his feet or his head, 
depending on the version (Mk. 14:3; Mt. 26:7; Lk 7:38; Jn 12:3). She is clearly taking a servile role: when guests first arrived at 
Greco-Roman banquets, the host would provide a servant to remove their sandals and wash their feet to prepare them for reclining. 
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Often perfumed oil for anointing the head would also be provided. In the drawing (see drawing), a late-
arriving guest, who will have to share the last couch (position 11), is having his feet washed. A similar 
scene is shown in a first-century C.E. wall painting from Pompeii.  The custom of foot washing is 
mentioned more than once in the Jesus tradition. At a banquet described in Luke, Jesus berates his 
Pharisee host for not providing this basic service and praises the sinful woman who, though she is of a 
much lower status that Jesus’ host, exhibits a superior sense of hospitality by washing the feet of Jesus 
with her own tears and drying them with her hair. (Lk. 7: 36-50) 
Smith, Dennis E. Dinner with Jesus & Paul: The Social Role of Meals in the Greco-Roman World. Bible Review. 8/2004. Pages 
37-8. 

Loosened hair indicated grief, gratefulness, propitiation of a god, or pleading and need not be taken as erotic. Pg. 116. 
Levine, Amy-Jill & Brettler, Marc Zvi. The Jewish Annotated New Testament.  NY. Oxford Univ. Press. 2011 

The parable raises an interesting question: is love the result or a cause of forgiveness? The story goes one way; the parable another. 
Beck, Robert. Sunday Homilies: Cycle B  2007. Pgs. 116.To order contact Carol Oberfoell 

 "The world is too dangerous for anything but truth, and too small for anything but love." William Sloane Coffin 

When Jesus is invited to dinner at the house of Simon the Pharisee, he is greeted with formality and is seated at the table. An uninvited 
woman comes into the room where they are eating. She offers to Jesus the thoughtfulness and kindness that the host neglected. She 
washes his feet and then, in an action that only emphasized what Simon has not had the good manners to do; she kisses the feet of 
Jesus and anoints them with costly ointment. Simon and the other guests notice only the bad reputation of this woman and, inside 
themselves, question Jesus’ association with her. Their righteousness draws their attention away from Simon’s failure to offer Jesus the 
warm courtesy that would have been a part of the welcome of any good home. Jesus senses their attitudes and speaks to them directly.    
Ripple, Paula. Called to be Friends. Notre Dame, IN. Ave Maria Press.  Pages 24-5. 

That God loves and heals the unrepentant sinner might seem strange to many of us raised in the “Deuteronomic Code mentality”. 
According to Richard Rohr, the Deuteronomic Code, exemplified by the Ten Commandments, was based on punishing (not healing) 
the unrepentant sinner. Thus the Deuteronomic Code had the following movement: I sin, God punishes me, I repent, God loves and 
rewards me. In such a movement, I earn God’s love and my reward through repentance. But stories such as Paul’s conversion or the 
return of the unrepentant prodigal son turn the Deuteronomic Code upside down. They have a different movement: I sin, I am 
unrepentant, I am loved and rewarded by God, this heals me so that I can repent. In such stories I do not earn God’s love and reward 
through repentance. Instead, “grace” or God’s love and reward is unearned, a free gift which heals me and makes my eventual 
repentance possible. 
 This radical break with the Deuteronomic Code was the hallmark of the covenant introduced by the prophets. In this 
covenant, God’s mercy would no longer be in contrast to God’s retributive justice. Rather, the concepts of mercy and justice are used 
together. Justice for God now means God being true to Godself as the merciful one, the magnanimous one, the unconditional lover. 
God would never again vengefully punish sin (Is. 54:9) but rather would heal the hard-hearted by being excessive to the excessive 
degree, by “astounding this people with prodigies and wonders” (Is. 29:14).     
Linn, Dennis, et al. Good Goats. Mahwah, NY. Paulist Press. 1994.  Page 62. 

Love recognizes no barriers. It jumps hurdles, leaps fences, penetrates walls to arrive at its destination full of hope. -Maya Angelou 

SUGGESTED READINGS: 
Links to all the books mentioned in this guide are on The Ark web site: www.theark1.com 
Beck, Robert. Sunday Homilies: Cycle C 2012.. Pgs. 122-125.. To order contact Carol Oberfoell 
Beck, Robert. Sunday Homilies: Cycle B  2007. Pgs. 115-118.To order contact Carol Oberfoell 
Beck, Robert. Sunday Homilies: Cycle B 2010. Pgs. 94-97. To order contact Carol Oberfoell 
Theophane. Theophanc the Monk.NY. Crossroads. 2003.  The woman who wanted greatness. Pg. 69, 
Sexton, Anne. The Awful Rowing Toward God.  Boston, MA. Houghton Mifflin Co. 1975. Pgs. 85-6. 
Wiederkehr, Macrina, OSB. Seasons of Your Heart. Morristown, NJ. Silver Burdett Co. 1979.  MARY. Page 158. 
Jordan, Clarence & Doulos, Bill. Cotton Patch Parables of Liberation. Scottsdale, PA. Herald Press.  Pages 106-7. 
Hays, Edward. The Gospel of Gabriel. Easton, KS. Forest of Peace Books. 1996. Page 142Ff. 
Collins, Raymond F. Sexual Ethics and the New Testament.  NY. Crossroads. 2000. Pages 10-2. 
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