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Judge not.

A number of years ago a church was on the verge of growth and the pastor considered building a new church because they were landlocked. He invited members of his congregation to look at some options. These men were all involved in city and county management. After looking at the map the priest was told that the properties he was looking at had been condemned and was owned by some of the men in the room. Years later that condemned land was used by these same men for strip-malls, a new highway and a new by pass for the town. Each of them made millions by condemning the land, buying it cheap, and then using it for their own financial gain.

              While no one in this story got killed, there were individuals who were robbed of their land and its potential. The men were no different from Jezebel who had Naboth framed and stoned so that her husband, Ahab, could take Naboth’s family vineyard to turn it into a vegetable garden just because it was close to his property.

           It is amazing what greed will do to a human being. There are individuals who may want something but will consider the options and decide it is not worth the trouble. And then there are those who see an opportunity, have no concern for who gets hurt; they benefit from the pain and suffering to which they turn a blind eye and rationalize why it is that they did better than the others.

           In the reading from Kings we see how king Ahab wanted the vineyard of Naboth. He wanted it because it was close to his own property and to turn it into a vegetable garden. What Ahab did not understand was that the land in question was not land that Naboth had purchased. It was land that had been in his family for generations; an ancestral inheritance. There was more than mere emotional attachment to the land going on here. In the book of Leviticus is it made abundantly clear that one could not give up ancestral land because by well established legal and religious custom, ancestral property must remaining the family in perpetuity. 

        Ahab returned home like a schoolboy who had been refused marbles but more than that. He knew that Naboth was in the right. He sulked, he would not eat. It was “not fair” 
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that Naboth would not sell him what he legally could not sell him. Resentments, turned to anger and to hatred, becoming a sickness of the soul. Unlike Ahab, Jezabel  had no qualms about taking the land from Naboth. She had no respect for the laws and religion of Israel.

          In this patriarchal society it could be said that behind every weak leader was a strong woman and this was especially true in this instance. She wrote a letter in Ahab’s name, had Naboth invited to a fast, had him falsely accused, condemned, and stoned to death and then told Ahab: Go take possession of the vineyard of Naobth the Jezreelite, which he refused to give you for money, for Naboth is not alive, but dead. Naboth did not tell her she was wrong for doing this; he did not seem to inquire as to how she knew and what, if any, part she had in it. He took her at her world, left home and went to take the vineyard

        Jezebel was the daughter of the king of Sidon. Her marriage to Ahab may have been for Ahab’s  political and economic advantage. Jezebel is seen as the patroness of the Phoenican Baal and Asherah cults, their priests and prophets and a strong opponent of the cult of Yahweh and his prophets. There is no doubt she had great influence over Ahab and in his kingdom. The prophets Elijah and Elisha blame her more than Ahab for the persecution of the Israelite prophets and the formal institution of Canaanite religious practices in Israel.

               When Jezebel wrote the letter to the elders and asked them to proclaim a fast she knew exactly what she was doing. As part of the assembly, when a serious problem was to be considered, it is required that there be a fast. Even though she had no respect for the law she used it to her own advantage. Then she said to seat Naboth at the head of the assembly indicating she knew his position in the community.  In Exodus chapter 20 verse 22 we read You shall not revile God, or curse a leader of your people. Jezebel had the required two witnesses to accuse Naboth of this crime and she knew that the penalty was death by stoning. Although she was not a reigning queen, she acted like one. She knew the law and had the manipulative skill and power to act during the reigns of her husband and both her sons. Jezreel was eventually conquered by King Jehu, who wiped 
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out the descendents of Ahab and Jezebel just as the prophet Elijah had told Ahab it would happen.

               In the gospel story we switch from one person who totally disregarded the law for selfish gains to one who permitted a woman of seemingly ill repute to be compassionate to him even as his host ignored the laws of hospitality.

            A Pharisee invited Jesus to come to his home and Jesus accepted. Rules of hospitality required the host to provide water for the guests to wash their hands and feet but we learn that this leader did not provide this for Jesus.  It is unfortunate that Pharisees are cast as the villains and all painted black with the same broad brush. Not all of them were out to get Jesus. Some of them, like the one in this story, were open minded enough to invite the renegade rabbi over to their home and engage him in a discussion in the calm atmosphere of the home rather than on the Temple square or elsewhere.  More than likely it was a nice home and certainly not a place where one would find the kind of people with whom Jesus seemed to associate. It is reasonable to assume that Simon wanted to make up his own mind about Jesus and to do so he invited Jesus to dinner.          

          The private party quickly takes a new twist when a woman comes to sit at the feet of Jesus. Keep in mind, the seating arrangement was such that people reclined around the table on pillows rather than on chairs. The woman was able, for whatever reason, to walk by servants, slaves and perhaps other family members.

        She comes to where Jesus is reclining, kneels down and begins to wash his feet with her tears and dry them with her hair. Not only that she takes ointment from an alabaster jar – indicating that it is not cheap oil – and begins to anoint Jesus’ feet.


Neither Jesus nor Simon speak to her. Whether they watch her in silence or ignore her and continue their discussion is unclear. One thing is for certain, she is not bothered by what is going on around her. We can visualize Jesus keeping his eye on Simon who is, at this point, keeping his eye on the woman. Finally Simon speaks to himself,  If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what kind of woman this is who is toughing him- she is a sinner. Simon obviously had her pegged.  He probably even knew who she was.   
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Being a good rabbi, Jesus suggested he tell Simon a story and began:  A certain creditor had two debtors, one owned his a lot of money the other not as much. Neither one of them could pay off their debt. so the creditor wrote off their debts, so who loved him the most.

         Simon replied, I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.  Jesus used this answer to teach Simon a lesson; Simon had not offered Jesus the traditional water to wash his feet; not kiss of greeting nor oil for his head. But the woman a washed his feet with her tears, kissed them and anointed them with oil. And then he answered the question Simon had been thinking, did Jesus know who she was or what was her profession. Jesus said, I tell you, her sins which were many, have been forgiven: hence she has shown great love. Jesus then turned to the woman and told her your sins are forgiven. Your faith has saved you. Go in peace.
                Those at the table were wondering how he could forgive sins since only God can forgive sins. But this is not answered in this story. It would seem that Jesus chose to ignore this line of questioning at this point.

                Luke leaves us hanging there with an unfinished discussion and the point made about not judging others. If Jesus chooses to forgive and not judge then, who are we to judge and condemn since we also are all sinners.                                  

               Today we are presented with two different women; one ruthless with no respect of the law; the other who fails to keep the law and yet has enough humility to seek forgiveness. Setting aside the issue of gender, the reality is we are all sinners, we have all experienced greed in our lives, we have all failed to live up to the commandments and to our baptismal covenant. The question for us then is this; Are we going to stick with our pride and do what is pleasing to us, or are we going to humble ourselves and ask for forgiveness. Are we like the psalmist going to pray: Hearken to my cry for help, my King and my God, for I make my prayer to you, for you are not a God who takes pleasure in wickedness and evil cannot dwell with you, But as for me, through the greatness of your mercy I will go into your house, I will bow down toward your holy temple in awe of you. Lead me O Lord in your righteousness, because of those who lie in wait for me, make your way straight before me.  
