
Readings: 2 Samuel 11.26-12.10, 13-15; Galatians 2.15-end; Luke 7.36-8.3 
 
In the book published about her faith to celebrate the Queen’s 90th birthday, ‘The Servant Queen 
and the King She Serves’1 the Queen writes: “I have been, and remain, very grateful to you for your 
prayers and to God for his steadfast love.  I have indeed seen his faithfulness.’  
 
In the opening prayer at the service held at St Paul’s cathedral on Friday, the Dean gave thanks for 
the Queen’s ‘faithful devotion, dutiful commitment, loving leadership, gentle constancy, royal 
dignity and kindly humanity.’2  As we celebrate these 90 years of her life this weekend, a life of 
faithful commitment, we can give thanks for the way in which the Queen has allowed her faith to 
take centre stage in her life and spoken about it openly.  
 
She has said; “For me, the life of Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace … is an inspiration and an anchor 
in my life; a role model of reconciliation and forgiveness.  He stretched out his hands in love, 
acceptance and healing.  Christ’s example has taught me to seek to respect and value all people of 
whatever faith or none.”  
And from a Christmas Day broadcast: ‘God sent his only Son ‘to serve, not to be served’.  ‘He 
restored love and service to the centre of our lives in the person of Jesus Christ.’3 
 
That life of loving service, an openness and respect for all, and an awareness that God comes to 
restore love to the centre of our lives, is the spirit with which we look upon the encounters of our 
readings today; encounters that help us to reflect on what prevents us from allowing that central 
place in our own lives to be inhabited by the loving presence of Christ; a presence that gives us the 
greatest gift of all, his freedom to be truly ourselves.  
 
Because it is only when we can truly own and live the reality of Paul’s affirmation ‘It is no longer I 
who live, but Christ who lives in me’4 that we will be able to live in true harmony with ourselves and 
with others.  Until then we will be ego-centred, not Christ centred.  
 
How do we go on that journey?  We need to learn what it means to receive forgiveness.  And first we 
need to know that we need to be forgiven; forgiven for the way we see and treat others that 
undermines their dignity and humanity; forgiven for the ways in which we put ourselves outside 
that loving gaze of God, through our selfish actions, and prejudice; become aware of the ways in 
which we are unable to truly love because we have refused to accept forgiveness ourselves.  
 
From our readings today we see that sometimes we need to be brought up short for the message to 
get through. 

                                                        
1 Scripture Union, 2016 
2 https://www.stpauls.co.uk/SM4/Mutable/Uploads/medialibrary/FINAL_HMQ-90th-birthday-Order-
of-Service_1.pdf 
3 BBC Christmas Day broadcast, 2012 
4 Galatians 2.20 
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We see David’s inability to see himself reflected in the story that the prophet Nathan tells him.  He 
is indignant at the rich man taking the poor man’s only lamb, until the accusing words ‘You are the 
man!’ strike home and for the first time, as Nathan recounts all that he has done, David takes on 
board the consequences of his own murderous actions.  Simon the Pharisee fails to see beyond his 
own prejudice and judgement, to the true meaning behind the socially outrageous actions of the 
woman who anoints Jesus, revealing her humanity.  Both men are invited through these encounters 
to know God more deeply and let go of the identity they cling to, to be shown who they truly are.  It’s 
not an easy step to take and their reactions are very different.  David is immediately repentant, ‘I 
have sinned against the Lord’.  Simon’s ‘I suppose the one for whom he cancelled the greater debt’, 
as Jesus invites him to consider what might be behind the woman’s response, suggests he still has 
some way to go.  Both are invitations for us to see how Christ is inviting us to let him address what 
blinds us too.  
 
A tweet from the football this weekend had, alongside an image of rampaging England fans outside 
a bar in Marseilles, the words: “Europe in danger from violent immigrants who do not respect local 
culture and refuse to integrate.”5  This is the ‘You are the man!’ for those whose demonising of the 
other in the story of refugees and migrants coming to Europe is so fuelling our current Referendum 
debate. 
 
Allowing Christ to live at our centre is not something we do by our own efforts but by God’s grace.  
By accepting forgiveness and facing who we truly are before God we don’t lose ourselves, but find 
our deeper self.  We are encouraged to live with a faith directed towards others rather than directed 
inwards towards our self.  We are encouraged not to live in obedience to our own passions, as we see 
David has done, causing havoc with the lives of others and lacking compassion, but living in 
obedience to Christ.  This is the freedom that Paul is calling the Galatians to, where it is not the 
keeping of the law that defines the freedom of Jewish and Gentile Christians, but their faithful 
response to Christ that will be the source of life. 
 
This is what we see too in the passage from Luke.  It is a shocking scene for the time.  In the middle 
of a meal an unknown woman enters the home of a Pharisee.  She pours oil over Jesus’ feet and 
unbinds her hair to wipe his feet that are wet with the oil and her tears.  She continues to cry and 
kiss Jesus’ feet.  We don’t know why she does this but all her actions are outrageous - her uncovered 
hair, her touching of a stranger’s feet, the sensual undertones.  For Simon the fact that Jesus allows 
her to touch him leads him to believe that he cannot be a prophet.  But Jesus shows that he is and 
that he is more than a prophet.  He sees through to the truth of both their lives; to the humanity and 
dignity of the woman; to Simon’s prejudice and judgement and lack of compassion.  Who has 
allowed Jesus to come close, to be at the centre of their lives, the woman who is anointing him and 
fulfilling all the actions of a generous host, or the one whose welcome is perfunctory and whose 
heart is closed? 
 
The woman overflows with gratitude and love, courtesy and humility.  Jesus’ compassion is greater 
than social convention.  He invites Simon to see her, not as an outcast, but someone totally accepted 
and forgiven by God.  She is totally free.  Not bound by convention or shame, or fear.  She is not an 
outsider but someone close to God’s heart.  Can Simon dare to see himself in that same way – as 
much in need of forgiveness as the person he shuns?  What journey will he have to make before he 
can see himself as Jesus sees him, in as much need of God’s forgiveness as her? 
 
And what about us?  What might our response be to Jesus’ words; ‘Do you see this woman?’  Are we 
outraged too, at her extravagance and lack of social restraint?  Or perhaps full of pride that surely 
we cannot be in need of that kind of forgiveness; or seeing the effect of God’s amazing grace in her 
life, full of wonder to think that we could know that grace too? 

                                                        
5 https://twitter.com/TheLitCritGuy/status/741375981668175872 



 
The Jesus Prayer: ‘Lord Jesus Christ.  Son of God.  Have mercy upon me’, is a way for us to connect 
with her story.  It is the gospel.  It is a way for us to experience Christ living in us.  It is a way to put 
ego aside and be flooded with his forgiveness and peace.  There’s no hiding in this prayer.  It’s the 
prayer that ordinary people said to Jesus, crying out, as he passed them by.  Perhaps it’s the prayer 
that the woman who anoints his feet cried out, when Jesus passed her, which led to her receiving 
Christ’s healing and forgiveness in her life, for whatever was amiss. 
 
I encourage you to use it, to repeat it, to inhabit it, to allow God to find you in it.  It works for 
important hosts, and outsiders, for queens and kings, and for all of us if we put ourselves honestly in 
God’s presence and put Christ at the centre of our lives.  ‘Lord Jesus Christ.  Son of God.  Have 
mercy upon me.’  Try it and see how God responds.  And then you might know as Paul says; ‘It is no 
longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me’. 
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