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June 12, 2016 
 
I had the honor this weekend in being present for the funeral of an exceptional Catholic man, who among his 
many other accomplishments, raised with his wife a beautiful and large Catholic family.  His death was not 
tragic.  It came after a long and full life and a very brief illness, and he was clear with his loved ones that it was 
time for him to die, and go home to see his wife.  It was at St. Cecelia’s church, which is a small building, but it 
was chock full of worshippers.  Not bad for an 88 year-old.  The songs and the prayers were loud, and lively and 
sincere.  And at various moments during the liturgy there were tears from his children and grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren, tears from the heart.  And in every case I saw, as tears and weeping came so also came 
another member of the family to hold and console that person.   
 
As a semi-morose and sentimental Irish person, I highly endorse the practice of weeping.  But I’ve come to 
notice over the hundreds of funerals for which I have been present that there are at least two kinds of weeping 
that occur there, and they are utterly different and often pretty obvious in their distinction.  You can actually 
feel it in the room.   
 
There are some occasions where the weeping is occasioned by despair, or a sense of remorse, or hopelessness, 
or isolation.  It happens in families with unresolved issues involving personal relationships, or old grievances, or 
in being so removed from an experience of the church that a funeral is an entirely foreign and alienating and 
bewildering ordeal.  And these people usually cry alone, even if they are in the middle of a familiar crowd.  And 
the weeping happens despite their best effort to conceal it, whether behind dark glasses or Kleenex.   
 
And then there were the tears of the funeral this weekend, which erupted simply from a sense of enormous 
love, enormous loss, and enormous gratitude, and a profound sense of connectedness—an assurance that 
everybody around you understands exactly the feeling.  What’s the difference between those two kinds of 
tears?  It’s a willingness to be vulnerable and honest.   
 
It is a sense of safety which knows that at this moment I can simply expose my most intimate self, complete with 
all its needs and aches and yearnings, and that those will be met with compassion, and attention, and a 
hug…rather than with awkward silence or false assurance, or maybe even harsh judgement.  It’s hard to weep 
around people or a group you don’t trust, because in those situations tears seem to look like weakness rather 
than sacred transparency.   
 
Our sinful woman in today’s gospel was most certainly engaged in an act of sacred transparency, as she wept 
and wiped and daubed the feet of Jesus at the dinner table in the home of Simon the Pharisee.  There are, 
actually, at least a couple of very curious details about this whole event, as the gospel of Luke records it.  For 
one thing, if this sinful woman is the object of such scorn and judgement by Simon, then what’s she doing at his 
dinner table—or under his dinner table?  Somebody would have had to let her in, presumably with Simon’s 
knowledge and consent.  For another thing, if he’s sitting across the table from Jesus, presuming to pass scorn 
and judgement on his ignorance—his inability to recognize the presence of a sinful woman in their midst, then 
why did he invite him in the first place?  Just to test him?  And for another thing, this Sacred Scripture tells us 
that Simon the Pharisee was only uttering all these harsh sentiments “to himself.”  It never reports that he  
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actually said anything to Jesus about all this.  So how was Jesus able to know that there was such callousness 
going on in Simon’s heart?  How was Jesus able to discern that his host was such a pious fraud?   
 
Perhaps in the way that it’s still possible today to detect the difference between sincerity and empty show, 
particularly in matters of faith and religion sometimes.  You don’t have to be the Messiah to tell the difference 
between a truly Christian expression of charity and a self-serving exercise in ego-enhancement.  We all are 
presented with examples of both every week.   
 
How could Jesus have guessed that Simon was a religious con-artist?  He says how in the gospel.  Simon, after 
inviting this popular preacher and teacher into his home for a meal, fails to extend to Jesus the most ordinary 
and customary expressions of hospitality: A kiss, a foot bath.  You don’t have to be the Son of God to perceive a 
disconnect, and a situation where the mere words that are spoken don’t create a safe place for sacred 
transparency. 
 
And you don’t have to be particularly clever to notice the difference between funeral tears of discomfort and 
guilt, and funeral tears of love; or between relationships that are based on mutual respect and those based on 
exploitation; or—in the case of today’s gospel—a dinner invitation that is rooted in real hospitality and one that 
is rooted in political or social public relations and posturing.   
 
And you can even tell the difference between a known sinful woman who is invited to a dinner party in order to 
be truly welcomed by her host, and the same woman who is invited in order to be mocked, judged, or used as a 
trap for some larger political project.  Jesus was very possibly unusually perceptive about the unspoken motives 
of Simon the Pharisee, but it required no genius to become aware of what was going on in that room.   
 
And at the funeral this weekend, there was a safety to weep—in public—knowing that such exposure of one’s 
heart would be met by compassion and solidarity, not derision, not cynicism, not opportunism.  The Church of 
Jesus Christ is meant to be a place where it is safe to admit who you are, without fear, without risk of isolation, 
and with a real expectation that all these words and prayers about “love” will correspond to the way we actually 
behave around here.  We do it very, very well at St. Pascal’s, for which I am regularly grateful and admiring.  But 
it never hurts to be reminded of that sacred trust again, a trust that comes from honesty and transparency, like 
that sinful woman, like the most of us who can learn to know where we are weak, where we sin and hurt 
people, and where tears and our regrets and sufferings will serve to bring us closer together rather than making 
us more polarized and judging.  It’s so natural to be vulnerable in the places where we feel safe, and it is so 
essential to find those communities in which to live.  Why not here? 


