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Preacher: Jennifer Potter
HYMNS:
500
“Lord God, your love has called us here”



514
“Sweet is the work, my God, my King”



726
“God of all power, and truth and grace”



737
“Lord, that I may learn of thee”



325
“Spirit of faith, come down”

Readings:
Galatians 2: 15-21



Luke 7:36:8 -8:3

“TURNING THE TABLES”

God moves in a mysterious way … and I think that was the case this week. As I was preparing for today’s service, a piece of paper fell out of one of my books as I was moving it. It had a story in it – a story that I want to share with you. It is not a short story so please bear with me.
It is the story of Sarah Ryan born in 1724 not far from here. Her parents were very poor but were upright Christian people. As a young person she did not share their faith, she reflected later in life. Because of the family’s poverty, Sarah was forced from an early age to go and work in the house of richer people, in domestic service as it was called.
Aged 19 years Sarah married a cork cutter, who pretended to have an income of £150 per year. It was all a lie. The truth was that he too was poverty-stricken and a rogue to boot for it turned out that he was already married to another woman. To add to her troubles this man suggested to Sarah that she ’stoop to infamy’ – a euphemistic way of saying that she should become a prostitute, in order to support him. In the end, perhaps because she refused to do as he wanted, he deserted her.
Sarah did not have good fortune in her relationships –after her sad experience with her cork cutter, she got caught up with both an Italian sailor and an Irishman, London was as cosmopolitan then as it is now!

The Irishman pretended to be ill, got Sarah to nurse him and took advantage of that and married her. He turned out to be extremely cruel towards her and when he went off to sea, the Italian came on the scene and married Sarah, despite the fact that she was already married to two other men, both of whom were still alive.

After further comings and goings, too numerous to detail and resembling marital musical chairs, Sarah, tired of cruelty and abuse, decided to live with none of them and return to domestic service.

She had a period of illness and was in dire straits with no way to support herself and her mother. She was 30 years old and desperate.
Enter the London Methodists who looked after Sarah and found her somewhere to live with other young women. In April 1754 Sarah professed faith and said she had found peace with God while John Wesley was administering Holy Communion at the Foundery.

This group of young women, where Sarah lived caught Wesley’s attention and this led him in 1757 to ask Sarah to become his housekeeper at his Bristol Headquarters – the New Room. Many people were vehemently opposed to Wesley taking this step. They criticised him for taking a women like Sarah, with such a past and still a bigamist in the eyes of the law, and making her such a vital part of the society in Bristol. When challenged on this, Wesley responded, ‘I cannot repent of it.’ He stuck by Sarah and for fours years she looked after the New Room in Bristol, meeting people in their classes and bands, and making visits to groups of Methodists in the countryside around Bristol.
But John Wesley still continued to have a tough time on account of her. Chief of those ready to condemn his choice of Bristol housekeeper was his own wife, Mary Vazeille Wesley. On a visit to Bristol and seeing Sarah at table with the preachers, Mary exclaimed, ‘the whore now serving you has three husbands living!!’

Despite all of this John Wesley stood by Sarah and had a long and candid correspondence with her. Significantly in one letter he wrote, ‘the conversing with you, either by writing or speaking, is an unspeakable blessing to me. I cannot think of you without thinking of God ….. you bring me straight into his presence!

Ill health brought Sarah back to London where she lived again with other Methodist women. In looking back on her former life, Sarah Ryan wrote, “I am amazed and say, ‘what hath God done? Why hath he done this for me?’ and because I cannot tell, I lie and wonder at his blessed feet.”

“At his blessed feet.”  “At his blessed feet.”

Were both Sarah and john Wesley inspired by the story from Luke’s Gospel that was read for us earlier? For in that vivid story we have another woman with a history, washing Jesus’ feet and anointing them with oil – and in doing so bringing condemnation upon herself and upon Jesus.

Let’s set the scene more graphically. Jesus has been invited to a meal by a Pharisee called Simon. That in itself was somewhat strange for we know that many Pharisees were highly critical of Jesus and the sort of things he said and did.

So, what was Simon up to/ Was he a secret admirer of Jesus who wanted to hear more of his teaching? Or was he drawing him to his house by the offer of a meal in order to trap into saying something that would later be reported to the authorities?

Well, of course, we don’t know. It may even be that Simon was a ‘collector of celebrities’ – used to inviting travelling Rabbis to his house in order to be up-to-date with the sort of teaching that was being done and to become a sort of second-hand authority himself.

There is something quite odd in this visit. Simon addresses Jesus respectfully but, it would appear, did not offer him the normal hospitality of water with which to wash his dusty feet.

Let us return to our scene-setting. Here Jesus was, eating at the house of Simon and in comes this woman. That  in itself was not too strange because meals were often eaten in the open courtyard of the house and it was common for people to come in and out from the street in order to overhear the conversation of the rabbi.

Possibly this woman had heard Jesus preaching or glimpsed him from the edge of the crowd and had been transfixed by his message and his compassion. So she stood where Jesus was reclining at table, eager to show her love and gratitude by anointing his feet. But before she could get a chance to do that, tears began to flow from her eyes all over Jesus’ feet. What was she to do? What she did was unforgiveable in the culture of her time; she let down her hair and used it to dry Jesus’ feet ….. then she kissed and anointed them.

This was all too much for Simon. It was outrageous for an adult woman to let down her hair in public for a start. And then this was not just any woman – she was a woman with a history – a prostitute! Did not Jesus know this? Everybody else did! How could a so-called prophet allow such a woman to cry all over his feet, wipe them with her hair and kiss them? For Simon this was all the evidence he needed, This Jesus was no prophet but a man prepared to overthrow all that religious Jews held dear.
Then Jesus tells the story of the two debtors – there was a message in that for Simon – the more that a person has been forgiven, the more grateful a person will be. Then Jesus deftly turns the tables on Simon and roundly criticises him, contrasting his attitude and actions to those of the woman.

You, Simon, gave me no water to wash my feet yet the woman bathed my feet with her tears.

You, Simon, gave me no kiss of welcome yet this woman has not stopped kissing my feet since I came in.

You, Simon, did not anoint my head with oil but this woman has anointed my feet.

Yes, Simon, you are right, her sins were many but they have been forgiven – it is for that reason that she is showing such great love.
But people who think they have little to be forgiven show little love – have you ears to hear?

Sarah Ryan continued as a zealous Christian to her dying day, attending worship and ministering to the needs of others. She died in 1768 aged 44 years. On her tombstone were written the simple words – ‘Sarah Ryan, who lived and died a Christian.’

And what happened to the woman in Luke’s story? Was she also included in the list of those women who travelled with Jesus and his disciples and provided for them out of their resources as we heard right of the end of our reading?

Jesus’ ministry stood on its head all the normal expectations of what the Kingdom of God would be like, turned the tables on those who thought they were religious and righteous and showed that in God’s kingdom there is generosity and grace of such mind-blowing proportions that human scruples about the past wrongdoings of others are rendered as nothing.
John Wesley believed that

All people need to be saved

All people may be saved

All may know that they are saved and saved to the uttermost.

Do we believe and act out that manifesto, convinced of God’s generous love for all? Or does there lurk within us the spirit of Simon the Pharisee and Mary Vazeille Wesley? A spirit of pointing the finger at other Christians , whilst not scrutinising our own lives with the same rigour  or by the same standards?
May we know the forgiveness and the grace of God in the depths of our being and understand that that generosity is for all without distinction. May we be able to sing with the slave trader-turned-minister and hymn-writer, John Newton

Amazing grace! (How sweet the sound)

That saved a wretch like me

I once was lost, but now am found

Was blind, but now I see.’

Amen.

