Trinity 2 ( Open Gardens )   17th June 2007   
Readings:  2 Samuel 11.26-12.10, 13-15   Luke 7.36-8.3 
Farther from or closer to   
At tea in church yesterday I was talking with Alison and Maggie about Latin lessons - not sure how we got there, but the very mention of them does do things to you deep down, doesn't it?
A debate at the Vicarage at the moment is whether or not Matthew should continue with Latin next year.  Whilst I think he probably should, I can't really tell him that with any integrity, given my own feelings about the subject.  Yesterday's conversation brought back memories of a chap in my school who hated Latin so much that he managed to persuade his parents to write to the Headmaster and get him out of having to do it anymore.
He could think of no better way of celebrating this release than by a ceremonial burning of the offending exercise book.  At twelve years old, we were obviously all very happy to encourage him in this.  Somehow there were matches to hand, and this chap started dancing round the room with his Latin book held aloft, fully ablaze - which was great, until the flames started to get quite close to his fingers.  In a panic, he threw the book into the wastepaper basket, which was one of those large wicker ones.  Needless to say, it wasn't long before the book and the wastepaper basket were on fire, on the wooden floorboards, just next to all the spindly wooden furniture we had in the school.
It was at this point that I recognised that bad things were about to happen and being a loyal friend, I fled as quickly as I could to the furthest part of the school.  When I got there, I coolly turned round and started casually walking back to where the fire would by now be blazing away.  My instinct was to run as far away as I could from the scene of the crime, to distance myself from any wrongdoing, in the hope that distance would bring safety and the presumption of innocence.  Alas, I still ended up implicated in the crime - and had to write a two page essay on putting out fires, without mentioning water on the first page.
This evening, we have two remarkable stories about guilt and about the different reactions of the people involved - in particular, with respect to the distance people like to place between themselves and their sinfulness. 
When David sinned, his instinct was much the same as mine, he wanted to get as far away as he could from what he had done wrong. 
David was the King and he could hardly run away.  Unable to remove himself from the situation, he decided to remove the situation from him.  David thought that if he could put some distance between himself and Uriah, all would be well - and so he arranged for him to be sent to the front line and killed in battle.  The trouble is, David forgot that however far from his sin he may have felt able to remove himself, he and it were still very present before God. 
Fast-forward a thousand years, and we encounter a very different reaction.  Part of this might have been because our gospel reading was about a woman, and women tend to be more honest than men, but that's not the whole story.  In the gospel reading, the woman, whom it seemed everyone in the town knew had lived a sinful life, tried to get as close to God as she could, and not run away.  David wanted distance, the woman wanted intimacy. 
I wonder what your instincts are? 
Physically it's obvious - the woman could hardly have got closer, "she began to wet his feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them and poured perfume on them."  But physically getting into the Pharisee's house can't have been half as difficult as overcoming the emotional barriers that were also there.  Luke makes it perfectly clear that everyone knew what kind of woman this was, so imagine walking into a place filled with so much disapproval, loathing and judgement. 
Simon the Pharisee assumed that Jesus could only allow her to touch him because he was ignorant of the woman's sin, but in telling the story about the two debtors, Jesus showed just the opposite.  Luke records, "The Pharisee said to himself..." - he didn't say anything out loud, so imagine how he felt when Jesus told a story about forgiveness that revealed he'd seen straight into Simon's heart, and straight into the heart of the woman at his feet.  He knew what both of them were thinking, and despite all that, he could still say to her, "Your faith has saved you; go in peace." 
Her reaction was in sharp contrast to David's, but the good news is that both these stories have happy endings - in the end even David saw that he couldn't hide and he came back to God to ask (and receive) forgiveness.  And the good news for us is that whatever our instincts, whether we run away or towards, God still loves us, still works to draw us back to himself in gentleness and love.  David did many great things, but the only thing we know this woman for was her sinfulness, but also that she had a far better grasp of God's nature than David.  She may not be famous, she might not have been really holy, but she knew God better than the professionals around her. 
This weekend has seen many people scurrying around in a pretty frantic state.  The school fair and the Open Gardens have had many folk going in several directions at the same time, trying to cover the ground, weeding, baking, flower arranging, and hopefully enjoying some of it too. 
The gardens have been beautifully prepared and I'm jealous of those who have the skill and knowledge to work with plants and bring out the best in them.  But none of the plants have been made or even grown by the gardeners - that bit happens naturally, or rather, that's the bit that God has done.
And there's a lesson there about sin and forgiveness.  The Christian gospel is about grace, not frantic activity.  Good gardens need hard work, but they also display a good deal of God-given beauty.  If you think about what you can see all around at this time of year, none of it could have been dreamt up by us - we're far too small minded and lacking in imagination (the colours, shapes, sizes and textures are all so wonderful and so varied).  No artist has ever been able to create something more wonderful than God, and the best painting in the world never surpasses the reality it seeks to portray.  If we had been in charge of creation, it would have been quite dull in comparison.  Things are far more beautiful than they need to be, there's a kind of reckless extravagance in God - in creation, and in salvation. 
If salvation was down to us, we'd never do it as well as God.  We'd be far too mean and unmerciful, we'd never do it with the grace and love that he manages - and we'd insist that people worked much harder for it.  That's the image that David started to react to - he hadn't done well enough and so he had to find an escape.  The woman also knew she was in trouble, but realised instead that she couldn't do anything about it and so had to throw herself at Jesus' feet - she had to allow God to do his bit. 
Many of the influences we meet outside the church urge us to be good, to try harder, to earn God's favour - but we mustn't let that spoil the gospel of grace.  Any efforts to make the grade only bring anxiety and competitiveness (apart from the perfectly understandable rivalry over the cream teas) - we look at others and either judge them harshly or get depressed that we could never be like them. 
David eventually realised that he couldn't express his love for God through any other means than... love.  It was no good trying to be perfect, the problem of sin runs too deep - so he had to rely on love, grace, mercy, patience and forgiveness.  The beauty we witness in creation is a parable of that reality, we're too human to be God, to be as creative and generous as he is. 
Are you like me, wanting to put so much distance between you and the bits you don't like that it's hard to come to God with the good, the bad and the ugly that's within?  Or are you like the woman and longing to get as close as you can, conscious that God's nature is 'always to have mercy'?  Always. 
In the end, God is still God, he still loves us, and his offer of forgiveness is always there - that's the good news.  We can't hide from him, so let's come, warts and all, and rejoice in his loving acceptance of who we are - his dearly loved children.
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