“They Like to Never Quit Praisin’ God”

Luke 7:36-50
Grace, God’s unearned, unmerited love, mercy, and forgiveness, is the heart and soul of our Christian faith.  But I sometimes worry that grace is vastly underestimated and often misunderstood in our world, in our American culture, and even within the church.  And, boy, does that concern me.  For you see, without a strong foundational understanding of grace, worship loses its passion.  Without the experience of grace in our lives, there’s really no conviction in our praise of God.  Without the assurance of grace, there’s really no cause for gratitude.  And living the Christian life is living a life of gratitude.
In our scripture reading, we see a very clear example of what gratitude is and what gratitude is not.  Jesus is being honored, somewhat, with a dinner invitation from a group of Pharisees at the home of a man named Simon.  The Pharisees were a very religious group of men, very pious, very pure, and pretty picky about the company they kept.  But Jesus’ invitation to fellowship is limited and somewhat guarded.  When entering Simon’s house, Jesus isn’t offered the customary water to wash his feet.  He is not given the customary kiss of greeting or oil to anoint his head.  All demonstrations of friendship are held back until Jesus proves his worthiness.

But the whole meal is soon disrupted by the presence of a woman, a sinful woman.  And this woman proceeds to bathe Jesus’ feet with her tears and to dry his feet with her hair.  She kisses his feet and anoints them with very expensive oil.

Well, this is all quite shocking to the small group of Pharisees at the table.  Jesus has really let them down.  He’s flunking the test.  First of all, in their culture, no self-respecting man would ever be touched by an unknown woman.  Second, if Jesus truly was a prophet of God, he would have known that this woman was a sinner.  And Lord knows we don’t want any sinners at our table.

Have you ever known people like that?  They’re nice enough to you, and they’ll show you basic courtesy.  But the whole time you’re around them, you feel watched.  Everything you say is taken literally, or twisted, or taken out of context, and everything you do is judged.  These are the people who like to compare score cards of righteousness.  These are the people who like to decide who’s worthy and who’s not, who’s in and who’s out.

The Pharisees had been watching Jesus very closely, and they didn’t like what they saw.  “Why would Jesus associate with sinners?”  Their body language must have given them away because Jesus immediately perceived their thoughts.  “Simon,” said Jesus, “I have something to say to you.”
“A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed a sum equal to about 500 days wages, and the other owed about 50 days wages.  Now, neither of the two debtors was able to repay their creditor.  But the creditor canceled both of the debts.  Now, Simon, which of these two will love the creditor more?”

It’s true that the Pharisees had fewer sins to be forgiven, but here’s the point: They failed to recognize that they too had been forgiven a debt they could never repay.  There was no experience of grace and, therefore, no praise of God.

But the woman who kissed Jesus’ feet and bathed them with her tears understood very well her great need for forgiveness.  She knew quite well she had been forgiven a debt she could never repay.  In response to her experience of grace, she showered Jesus with her love and gratitude
My friends, today is the day we celebrate Juneteenth.  On June 19, 1865, two months after Lee’s surrender in Virginia and over two years after the Emansipaton Proclaimation, slaves in west Texas were finally declared free.  To honor this day, I want to share with you a part of a sermon preached by a black pastor in 1867.  It was a funeral sermon, but the words of the sermon were not written down until seventy years later.  In 1936 there was an effort to record the narratives and memories of various former slaves who were still living.  One man recounted his memory of Uncle Wash’s funeral.  Now, I wonder if any of you will remember one of my sermons seventy years from now.  Probably not!  Obviously, this is a very powerful sermon that made a profound impact on this man, and I hope it will have a strong impact on su today.

“Now ‘bout Uncle Wash’s funeral.  You know Uncle Wash was the blacksmith in the fork of the road, across the railroad from Concord Church.  He had been a mighty powerful man.  He used the hammer and the tongs on behalf of all the people for miles around.”

“Uncle Wash joined the Springvale A.M.E. Church, but he kinda fell from grace, I guess.  Somehow, he was ‘cused of stealing Marse Walter Brice’s pig, and I guess he was guilty.  At any rate, he was convicted and sent to the penitentiary.  While he was down there, he contracted consumption and had to come home.  His chest was all sunk in, and his ribs was full of rheumatism.  He soon went to bed and died.”
“Uncle Pompey preached the funeral … And Uncle Pompey really knowed how to preach a funeral…Uncle Pompey took his text from that place in the Bible where Paul and Silas was a-layin’ up in jail.  He dwelt on Uncle Wash’s life of hard work and bravery—how he tackled kickin’ horses and mules, so’s crops could be cultivated and harvested and hauled.  He talked ‘bout how he sharpened dull plow points to make the corn and cotton grow, to feed the hungry and clothe the naked.  He told what a good-hearted man Uncle Wash was, and then he ‘llowed as how his goin’ to jail did not necessarily mean he didn’t go to heaven.  He declared it wasn’t eternally against a church member to get put in jail.  If it hadda been, Paul and Silas wouldn’t a made it to heaven, and he knowed they was there.  In fact, they was a lot a people in heaven what had been arrested.”

“Then he went to talking’ ‘bout a vision of Jacob’s ladder.  ‘I see Jacob’s ladder.  An’ I see Brother Wash.  He’s climbin’ Jacob’s ladder.  Look like he’s halfway up.  I want y’all to pray with me that he enter the pearly gates, Brothers and Sisters.  He’s still a climbin’.  I see the pearly gates.  They is swingin’ open.  An’ I see Brother Wash.  He has done reached the topmost round of de ladder.  Let us sing with all our hearts that blessed hymn, There Is a Fountain Filled with Blood.’”

“When they sang the second verse, ‘bout the dying thief rejoiced to see that fountain in his day, Uncle Pompey cried out over the crowd, ‘I see Brother Wash as he enters in, an’ that dyin’ thief is there to welcome him in.  Thank God! Thank God! He’s made it into Paradise.  His sins has been washed away, an’ he has landed safe forever more.’”

“Well sir, I don’t need to tell you that the women started to shout on the first verse, an’ when they got to singing’ ‘bout the dying thief in heaven, an’ they seen the ‘surance of grace that was in it, they like to never quit praisin’ God.”  Amen.
Now, I have a question for you.  Why did this sermon have such an impact on this man that he could remember parts of it word for word 70 years later?  I believe the answer is given in the last sentence: the assurance of grace.  “When…they seen the ‘surance of grace…they like to never quit praising God.”
And that is my prayer for this church, that we would continue to grow as a people not preoccupied with the sins of others, but focused instead on our own journey of faith.  I pray that we could become well aware of the fact that no matter how good or pious or noble a life we may have lived, all of us have been forgiven a debt we could never repay.  And so, I pray with all my heart that we might see the assurance of God’s grace at the very heart of our Christian faith—God’s unearned, unmerited love, mercy, and forgiveness.  For if we can truly find God’s grace in our lives, and claim God’s grace, and be claimed by God’s grace, “Well sir, I don’t need to tell you… [we will] “like to never quit praisin’ God.”
Let us pray:

Gracious and generous God, we confess our lack of faith in believing just how gracious and generous you truly are.  Help us, O Merciful Creator, to trust in the promise of your steadfast love.  Help us, Great Redeemer, to trust that we can now come before you, not because we have earned the right, but merely by your gracious invitation.  Help us, Faithful Sustainer, to trust that we may now live in daily fellowship with our triune God by grace alone so that we might begin to live truly new lives of gratitude and thanksgiving.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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