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Thou anointest my head with oil. What kind of oil, though? Is it burning oil or healing oil? In his auto-biography, My Losing Season, Pat Conroy writes, “My books are all disfigured by the sullen presence of my child-beating father, Don Conroy,” 1 As he recounts his year as a player for the 1966-1967 Citadel basketball team, Pat Conroy gives details of the way his father slapped him, hit him, beat him, taunted him, told him he was not worth anything, and emotionally abused him for the first half of Pat’s life. Don Conroy, the decorated marine, poured burning oil on his son’s head every chance he had. And Pat admits that he has spent his life trying to recover from such severe abuse under The Great Santini. He writes, “It had never occurred to me that I would carry my childhood in a backpack to spread its coarse havoc and discord far into my adult life” 2 
THE GOOD SHEPHERD

The poet of Psalm 23 does not remember times of burning oil on his head. This oil is healing oil, comforting oil. The shepherd Phillip Keller tells us in his book, A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23 that this Psalm walks us through the whole year in the life of shepherd and sheep. The Good Shepherd takes us from the home ranch where every need is so carefully supplied by the owner, out into the green pastures, along the still waters, up through the mountain valleys to the high tablelands (mesas) of summer.


In the warmth of the summer sun sheep need the real ointment of linseed oil, sulfur and tar to protect them from all kinds of winged parasites: warble flies, bot flies, heel flies, nasal flies, deer flies, black flies, mosquitoes and gnats. All these winged parasites torture the sheep and drive them almost to distraction. 3 

What irritates you today? It’s mosquito time, but I’m talking about what really irritates you. Is it that coworker who keeps interrupting you or asking to cover for him/her? Is it someone in your class or on your team who constantly annoys you? Is it someone in this room this morning with whom you have had harsh words in the past and you just avoid one another? 


Is it that spouse whose quirks which seemed so enduring years ago have become irritating today? When I was in graduate school, Glenn and I were good friends and fellow students. We always had a book in our hand. One day he was at home on his couch and reading a book. Surprise! His wife comes in and says, “I am irritated with you! You are always reading a book! What book is it this time?” And Glenn responded, “It’s a book by David and Vera Mace: We Can Have Better Marriages If We Really Want Them!” What are the flies irritating you today?


Phillip Keller tells us that at the very first sign of irritating flies among the flock the good shepherd applies an antidote of linseed oil to the head and nose of sheep. Keller says that once he applies the oil to the sheep’s head, he can see an immediate change in behavior. Gone is the aggravation; gone the frenzy; gone the irritability and the restlessness. Instead, the sheep start to feed quietly again and soon lie down in peaceful contentment. 


When the Good Shepherd anoints our heads with healing oil (and not burning oil), we, too, are comforted by the care of the Lord who protects us from small yet daily aggravations that diminish our spirit and our lives. The comforting salve of the Holy Spirit protects us from those persistent and pesky yet tiny irritations that so easily consume our energy and our emotions. As sheep feasting on the tablelands prepared for us by the Good Shepherd, we can say with thanksgiving, Thou anointest my head with oil. 

THE GRACIOUS HOST

As we have seen recently, however, some think that the image shifts in verse 5 from the Lord as Good Shepherd to the Lord as Gracious Host. The images of table, oil, cup and house suggest that we are no longer talking about shepherd and sheep but of host and guest.

The word translated “anointest” is not the word normally used for anointing a king or messiah or political leader for office. This word (dashen) refers to the pouring of perfumes and fragrant oils on guests at an oriental banquet. This type of anointing symbolizes joy and celebration. 


As a matter of fact, the Hebrew verb for “anoints” literally means to make fat, and the term “oil” (shemen) comes from another word which also carries the same idea of fatness. Literally, the phrase translates, “Thou makes my head fat with fatness.” Good guests do not ask, “Does this oil make my head look fat?” The good host is not to shout to guests as they enter, “We’re going to make you fat!” or “You sure bring fatness into this place!” Good hosts don’t use that greeting! The words for “anoint” and “oil” offer the picture of fatness: abundance and prosperity and blessing.


We weary travelers stop to dine at the table prepared for us in the presence of our enemies, and the Gracious Host anoints our head with the oil of gladness and celebration. This is not the burning oil of Don Conroy! This is the oil of blessing which assures us that we are welcomed, affirmed, loved and celebrated. This Host delights in the sheer fact that we exist and loves us for who we are, not for what we do.

I have been influenced by the Baptist psychological counselor Myron C. Madden and his book. Blessing: Giving the Gift of Power (Finding An Identity That Makes Power Safe. We are anointed and blessed not because of what we do, but out of the sheer joy that we exist, that we are, that we are human beings. As Myron Madden believes that "It takes the gift of blessing to help us know who we are, and we need to know that before we can say where we are going." 4 

"Theologically understood, we do not bless. There is one blessing, and that is from God, the blessing meant for 'all the families of the earth'."  5 Our Gracious Host anoints our head with the oil of gladness and celebration and assures us that we are welcomed, affirmed, loved and celebrated. We say to the Lord, “Thou anointest my head with oil.”

Once we have realized that we have been blessed and given the gift of power, we thank the Lord by passing on God’s blessing to “all the families of the earth.” Madden says the central mission of the church is to offer the blessing of God to the unblessed of the earth. 6 Each of us has the opportunity to give the gift of power when we offer the oil of blessing to those whose lives our touch.
THE OIL OF BLESSING

In the Gospel lesson for today, we hear the story of another type of host, however. Simon the Pharisee invites Jesus to the table he has prepared for him. A known woman in the town enters the house and anoints Jesus’ feet with her tears and perfumed oil. She is known around town because she is a known sinner. Luke does not tell us why she is so regarded. We can guess that she is a prostitute or someone known for loose sexual morals, but Luke does not tell us the details. He just says she is a sinner. 


I have told before the story from my seminary days when of when I played guitar and sang for the senior adults in our church in Indiana. On the way home, one hard-of-hearing senior adult said to another hard-of-hearing senior adult, “I enjoyed his singing? Is he a tenor?” The hard-of-hearing woman replied, “I’m not sure if he’s a sinner or not, but he sure can sing!” I’ve been singing (and sinning) all my life. 


Luke tells us, Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw it, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what kind of woman this is who is touching him—that she is a sinner.”  (6:39). Luke tells us that Simon does not say this out loud, but Simon must have had the same expressive face that I have. I can’t play poker because if I am dealt a straight or a full house, my face shows the glee. At meetings when I am agitated about the discussion but am saying nothing, my friends kick me in the shins to try to help me shut up my face or calm down the vein in my neck. I understand Simon. He didn’t have to say anything to communicate how he felt about this woman!

Then turning toward the woman, Jesus said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has bathed my feet with her tears and dried them with her hair. You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet. You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment. Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; hence she has shown great love.”  (6:44-48).

Simon did not pour burning oil on Jesus’ head. He did not heap verbal abuses on him, assault him or hit him. Simon didn’t do anything. He didn’t do anything! Jesus says, “You gave me no water for my feet, You gave me no kiss, You did not anoint my head with oil.”

We have some choices about oil, and they are all well-exhibited in church life and home life throughout the centuries and even in our own lives today. We can pour boiling oil on the heads of those around us by pushing their faces into the guilt of their lives and telling them that they are not good enough or strong enough or deserving enough for our love or for God’s love. Too many church leaders for too many centuries have used the heavy stick of abusive guilt to coerce others toward the church and toward Jesus. Pat Conroy’s wives and children have suffered from the constant opening of his backpack full of pain from his childhood.

Or we can pour healing oil on the heads of those around us by affirming them, loving them, blessing them, encouraging them. We can demonstrate to others the smile of Divine Graciousness and the fatness of Divine Mercy. We can bless and give the gift of power to others and communicate that each person is indeed an extravagant gift of God’s grace. 

Or we have a third option. Like Simon, we can do nothing. Oh, we can come to worship services and church meetings and check off assigned duties. We can follow the letter of the Organizational Manual and the job description for our team. We can even meet our budget! Of we did all of these activities, we could still be like Simon--inviting Jesus to dinner and feeding him; yet hearing Jesus’ response: “You gave me no water for my feet, You gave me no kiss, You did not anoint my head with oil.”

The Lord has anointed each of us with the oil of gladness and blessing. I hope that each member of Vienna Baptist Church, every visitor here, every one who receives our care through various missions and ministries, each family who comes to our Children’s Center and Retreat Center, and each child who plays in our yard and on our playground, will be able to say to you and to me, Thou anointest my head with oil--the welcoming oil of fatness . . . the healing oil of blessing. 
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