Sunday 13th June 2010. 2nd after Trinity. Canongate Kirk.
St Luke 7:47
where little has been forgiven little love is shown.

The tradition surrounding yesterday’s annual celebration of Trooping the Colour on Horseguards in the centre of London dates back many centuries to a time when the Regimental Colours were deliberately marched past the troops so that they might recognise them in the heat of battle, and rally to them. It was a tacit acknowledgment that things would not always go smoothly, that in all probability there would be times when the best laid plans would “gang aft agley” as Burns once put it, and soldiers fighting the enemy in close combat would become separated, isolated even from their own side. At such times it was imperative that they would be able to recognise their own colours, the very symbols of their own Regiment, and find in them a clear rallying point at which to regroup and from which to go forward. I was reminded of just such circumstances only yesterday, when just a fortnight after referring here to the relative success of the evacuation from Dunkirk seventy years ago I found myself conducting the annual service for the Lancastria Association, similarly marking the seventieth anniversary of the disastrous sinking of the troopship Lancastria just five miles out from the Britanny coastline. The worst loss of life in British maritime history came just when the evacuation seemed to be complete and those in command were breathing a collective sigh of relief. 

The best laid plans o’ mice and men gang aft agley,
an’ lea’ us nought but grief and pain for promis’d joy.
It strikes me that a well-laid plan going badly wrong lies at the heart of our Gospel reading today. The scene at the house of Simon the Pharisee is painted so vividly by St Luke, and the conversation between the host and the guest reported in such detail, that the passage deserves equally careful consideration. At first sight there’s nothing unusual in the invitation being extended and St Luke reports quite matter of factly that “One of the Pharisees invited Jesus to a meal; he went to the Pharisee’s house and took his place at table”. Funnily enough there’s actually nothing unusual in the presence of a prostitute either – when a Rabbi was a guest it was the custom for anyone who wanted to come in and listen to his words of wisdom. So it was that as St Luke simply puts it “A woman who was living an immoral life in the town had learned that Jesus was a guest in the Pharisee’s house and had brought oil of myrrh in a small flask”. It’s worth noting at the outset where the Gospel writer’s priorities lie and those are clearly in identifying the host as a Pharisee. Three times in those first two sentences St Luke refers to him simply as the Pharisee, and in fact leaves it to Jesus in the course of conversation to address him as Simon. The Pharisees of course were the group with which Jesus frequently found himself at odds, the strictest interpreters of the letter of the Law whose stifling insistence on all manner of rules and regulations separated them from the common people and from ordinary everyday life. It was the Pharisees, you remember, with whom Jesus argued over the rules concerning the Sabbath and what they might or might not preclude. Simon is clearly no exception to the rule, as it were, of his sect especially when we are made privy to his thoughts “If this man were a real prophet, he would know who this woman is who is touching him, and what a bad character she is”. Suddenly we realise that this is hardly a genuine invitation at all, that it is a set up, a cunning plan by Simon the Pharisee to show Jesus up as a false prophet and to expose him as the unacceptable friend of sinners and outcasts. But of course the plan backfires not least because Jesus is suspicious from the start. He notices, for instance, that Simon omits the traditional customs and courtesies – no water for his dusty feet, no kiss of welcome, no real, genuine welcome at all. Instead Jesus finds in the simple and spontaneous actions of the woman everything that Simon the Pharisee has so deliberately missed out, and so turns his cunning plan upside down by forgiving her sins and sending her on her way.  where little has been forgiven little love is shown.

Our text could be applied not just to Simon the Pharisee but to King Ahab of Samaria, whose wife Jezebel comes up with an equally cunning plan in the opening verses of the 21st chapter of the First Book of Kings. The King would like to take over the adjoining vineyard that belongs to Naboth of Jezreel, but Naboth refuses to co-operate and so Jezebel shows little forgiveness and less love as she arranges an elaborate plot to have Naboth stoned to death and his vineyard handed over. But this too backfires when Elijah arrives and vows to wipe out the whole house of Ahab as punishment for what he has done. where little has been forgiven little love is shown.

The point of course of the text and of the episode to which it refers is not the Pharisee’s littleness of forgiveness and love but by contrast the greatness of the love that proved the prostitute’s many sins had been forgiven. Even when she had done spectacularly wrong, even when her life and her own best laid plans had completely fallen apart, there at the feet of Jesus she knew she could find forgiveness and love reaching beyond the letter of the Law. 
Approach, my soul, the mercy seat,

Where Jesus answers prayer;

There humbly fall before his feet,

For none can perish there.

When the smoke cleared in long-forgotten battles, the troops who did not perish would find their way back to the colours which had once been paraded before them, and find in them a clear rallying point at which to regroup and from which to go forward. For the Christian soldier the Gospel serves the same purpose, a standard to return to when things have fallen apart and even the best and most well intentioned plans have gone badly wrong, a clear rallying point at which to regroup and from which to go forward. 
Not the labours of my hands

Can fulfil thy laws demands;

Could my zeal no respite know,

Could my tears for ever flow,

All for sin could not atone:

Thou must save, and thou alone.

where little has been forgiven little love is shown. And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever.                                                                         Amen.                   
