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Sermon:  Luke 7: 36-50 (The blind side)

The other day Paulette and I were watching a movie at home.  Called “The Blind Side.”  Part way through I asked Paulette, “Who’s the lead actress in this?  She’s pretty good.”  Paulette gives me a look – just a trace of an elevated eyebrow, like I’m from another planet – and says, “She’s Sandra Bullock.”  Now Sandra Bullock plays a blonde in this movie.  Trying to redeem myself somewhat I say, “I thought she was a brunette.”  Another look from Paulette, followed by, “She is.”
We both liked the movie.  So did a lot of people.  The Blind Side has become the highest grossing football movie and sports drama of all time.  With a budget of $29 million, it earned over $300 million.  The movie tells the real-life story of Michael Oher, an offensive lineman with the Baltimore Ravens of the NFL.
The movie got its name from a book written by Michael Lewis called, The Blind Side: Evolution of a Game.  He talks about how the left-tackle position evolved into a crucial, lucrative spot in any NFL offense.  The fundamental reason is simple – it’s about protecting the quarterback’s blind side.  I think we’ve all seen games where the quarterback is scrambling, looking for a receiver to open up, when we see a defensive player break free and lunge at him, unseen, from behind.  Blind-siding him.
That’s what we see in our OT lesson today – Nathan blind-siding David.  We know the background.  How David had sex with Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hittite.  How she became pregnant.  How David tried to get Uriah to sleep with his wife, so the baby would be thought to be Uriah’s.  But Uriah wouldn’t go for it.  Then David arranged to have Uriah killed in battle, and married Bathsheba.
So when Nathan begins his story to David, “There were two men in a certain city, the one rich and the other poor . . .” we know where he’s going.  The story builds, and it is hard for any of us to resist the delight of seeing David blind-sided by Nathan for his sins: “You are the man!”
It’s not the only blind-siding in our lessons today.  Think of Simon the Pharisee.  The commentator, William Barclay, tells us a bit about the cultural setting:
“The houses of well-to-do people were built round an open courtyard in the form of a hollow square.  Often in the courtyard there would be a garden and a fountain; and there in the warm weather meals were eaten.  It was the custom that when a Rabbi was at a meal in such a house, all kinds of people came in – they were quite free to do so – to listen to the pearls of wisdom which fell from his lips . . .”

“When a guest entered such a house three things were always done.  The host placed his hand on the guest’s shoulder and gave him the kiss of peace.  That was a mark of respect which was never omitted in the case of a distinguished Rabbi.  The roads were only dust tracks, and shoes were merely soles held in place by straps across the foot.  So always cool water was poured over the guest’s feet to cleanse and comfort them.  Either a pinch of sweet-smelling incense was burned or a drop of attar of roses was placed on the guest’s head.”
The story unfolds with a woman of the city, a sinner, standing behind Jesus at his feet.  As was the custom, Jesus, like the other guests, would have been reclining on a low couch, resting on his left elbow with his feet stretched out away from the table.  We see the woman crying, her tears falling upon Jesus’ feet.  We see her loosen her hair, something never done in public by a respectable Jewish woman, and use her hair to dry Jesus’ feet.  We see her kissing his feet, anointing them with ointment from her alabaster jar.  It is an intimate moment, a scene of sorrow and joy and love expressed by a woman who was oblivious to, or didn’t care about, the discomfort felt by Simon or the other guests.
We hear the Pharisee say to himself that this young rabbi is not much of a prophet, letting this sinful woman touch him.  Then we hear Jesus begin, “Simon, I have something to say to you.”  And much as Nathan told David the story of the rich man and the poor man, Jesus tells Simon a story about two debtors.  Once again, we see it coming, the blind-siding.  Jesus says, “Do you see this woman?”  And then proceeds to confront Simon with all his discourtesies.  Shaming him in comparison with a woman all knew to be a sinner.

I’m not sure how you react, but I’m not quite as gleeful about this blind-siding.  With David, he committed adultery and murder.  Simon’s sin was more subtle.  Yes, Simon failed to show the expected courtesy afforded a rabbi.  But to have it rubbed in his face, in front of the guests he had invited to his home . . .  Of course that wasn’t the real sin.  The real sin was Simon’s judgment of the woman.  This was the sin that couldn’t be passed over.  And unfortunately, it’s a sin that all of us fall prey to.
It’s interesting -- the movie The Blind Side also has a scene, over a meal, where judgment is confronted.  I need to give a quick overview of the plot to put it in perspective.  The movie is a story of two families.  Michael Oher was one of twelve children, growing up in the projects of Memphis TN.  His father is dead and his mother is a crack addict.  Police took him from his mother when he was very young, and he ran away from a succession of foster homes.  He attended eleven schools in nine years.  When we meet Michael he is a big guy – heavy, muscular, and athletic – but highly introverted and failing at school.  The father of a friend of his managed to get both Michael and his son enrolled in an elite Christian school in Memphis, in no small part due to Michael’s athletic ability.
The other family is the Tuohys.  They are very wealthy, and their kids attend the same Christian school.  One cold, wet night, the mother, Leigh Anne Tuohy (Sandra Bullock), sees Michael walking the street.  Shivering.  She learns that he has no place to sleep and offers him the couch in their home.  From there it escalates.  He stays over for Thanksgiving.  They give him a room in their home.  Michael is included in the family Christmas card photo.

Leigh Anne talks with the school about his progress, which was dismal.  They hire a tutor for him and give him all the support they give their own children.  When Sean Tuohy (Leigh Anne’s husband) asks Michael if he wanted to become part of their family (meaning legally), Michael answers, “I kinda thought I already was.”
Now back to the confrontation over a meal.  Leigh Anne has a group of “Southern-ladies-who-lunch” friends, and if I remember correctly they were teasing her a bit about her “project.”  But as the conversation wanders, one of her friends asks, “Aren’t you worried about a black boy sleeping in the same house as your teenage daughter?”  Leigh Anne says, “Shame on you,” followed by some further words of castigation.  Telling all her friends that if that is the way they think, she can find another place to eat $18 salads a whole lot closer to home.

The movie takes a low key approach to faith, but it is clearly there.  The real-life Leigh Anne Tuohy says, “We absolutely believe that none of this was a fluke . . . This was God-driven from the start.”
The Blind Side was a great success for Sandra Bullock.  For her role she earned an Academy Award for Performance by an Actress in a Leading Role; the Critics’ Choice Award for Best Actress; a Golden Globe for Best Actress in a Motion Picture Drama; a Screen Actors Guild Award; and a People’s Choice Award for Favorite Movie Actress.

Life is funny.  Initially, Bullock turned down the starring role.  Three times.  She turned it down because she was uncomfortable portraying a devout Christian.  That changed.  At a press conference, Bullock told reporters, “This family, they were themselves for no other benefit other than because they wanted to reach out, lend a hand, and had no idea that they would get a son in return.”  Bullock added that, while making the movie, she regained a little “faith in those who say they represent a faith . . . I’ve finally met people that walk the walk.”
Walking the walk.  In the end, that’s what makes people come to the faith.  David was confronted by Nathan because he didn’t walk the walk.  Simon the Pharisee was confronted for the same reason.  But God didn’t blind-side them, really.  David and Simon were blindsided by the desires and prejudices of life.  They were hit, hard.  They got spun around.  But both had the opportunity to be protected by God.  David took the opportunity.  We don’t know how Simon responded.
We all get blindsided by life.  Sometimes in dramatic ways, like David.  Sometimes in more subtle, more judgmental ways.  We know from Scripture that God is a better left tackle than Michael Oher.  Sometimes God’s grace is sweet, sometimes it comes to us as a story we would rather not hear.  But God’s grace is always there for us, God is always there to protect us, if we let him.
In the movie, at the restaurant where Leigh Anne Tuohy and her friends would gather for $18 salads, one of them said to her, “You’re changing that boy’s life.”  Instantly she shot back, “No.  He’s changing mine.”
I think God blind-sided the Tuohy family.  They were following a pretty conventional, highly successful life.  Suddenly, without warning, Michael Oher, 6 ft 4, 340 lbs, turns everything upside down.  The real-life Leigh Anne Tuohy says, “A miracle is what this is.  Childbirth is easier to explain that all of this.”  I think she got blindsided by God.  But she had to take the first step, she had to let Michael sleep on their couch that first night.
This August we hope to have 40 kids from disadvantaged homes attend Head Start.  Right here at St Paul’s.  I have to wonder if God plans to blindside any of us.
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