FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT ‘C’

As I was working on this homily and reflecting mainly on the gospel story of the Pharisees and Scribes bringing to Jesus for judgment a woman who had been caught in adultery, my mind kept wandering to the news stories about the Mark Becker trial in the Butler County seat of Allison.  Many of you know some of the people who were involved; I do not know the Becker’s or the Thomas’, or any of the witnesses or jurors.

But I followed with interest the trial as it progressed.  And Ray Baltes had an excellent editorial about it in last week’s “Hampton Chronicle”.  Because it was Coach Ed Thomas who was killed, the trial even captured national attention.  The connections between the Becker and Thomas families were significant.  And I found it interesting and impressive that the trial could be held in Butler County, where the crime occurred and all parties lived.  

No verdict would have been easy, and the jurors are respected for their decision and appreciated for their work.

The trial scene in today’s gospel is quite the contrary.  People are never to be made pawns of larger disputes, though this often occurs even today.  The obsession of the Pharisees and Scribes is to somehow get Jesus arrested and killed.  They make the woman a pawn in their attempt to prove that Jesus should be eliminated because his teaching contains things contrary to their law.

They publicly shame the woman in order to trap Jesus in a “no-win” situation.  They are inflexibly certain that they are right.  According to the law, she should be stoned to death along with her male companion in the adultery, wherever he is.

The act of stoning was a brutal form of execution that required the participation of various stone-throwers and many stones.  For the stone-throwers, each stone probably did not feel all that heavy or seem all that destructive … just like a sharp word of criticism or condemnation now and then, or an occasional glance of disgust, periods of stone silence, a vicious text message or e-mail.  But all of these things add up.  And gradually and together, they cause damage, destruction, even death.

Jesus succeeded in calling everyone present to a change of heart.  “Let the one among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”  Jesus was freeing the Pharisees and Scribes from the law that justified stoning the woman to death.  God in Christ made condemnation into a story of salvation.  The Pharisees and the Scribes acknowledged their complicity in threatening the woman’s life for their own purpose … to get Jesus killed.

Jesus is left alone with the sinful woman.  There was no doubt of her sin, but those who had tried to use her to trick Jesus had been made aware that adultery is not the only sin.  Jesus pardoned the sinful woman and set her off to find a new way to live and love in God’s presence.  If any of us want life and want it to the fullest, we have to stop doing the destructive things that get us into trouble in the first place.

If we are honest with ourselves, we must admit that we do not usually repent of our sins until we are caught in them – adultery, robbery, lies, abuse, addictions to alcohol, drugs, gambling.  Only when our sin destroys our marriage, family, credit, reputation, or health are we really ready to stop enjoying it.

And when we are the victims of the sin of another, we easily and quickly adopt the position of the Pharisees and Scribes.  When we hear the story of Jesus forgiving the woman caught in adultery and forgiving her so unconditionally, we tend to squirm. Most of us have not yet developed to the point of being able to forgive very well, forgive without any need to “get even”; inflict equal suffering before forgiving.

Jesus pardoned the sinful woman and sent her off to find a new way to live and love in God’s presence.  This same grace is give to all sinners who humbly acknowledge their sins before God and before the community.  A new life awaits; all we need to do is be willing to stand in the truth and be bathed in God’s gentle mercies.
In today’s First Reading, the Lord said through the prophet Isaiah: “Remember not the evils of the past, the things of long ago consider not; see, I am doing something new!”

The public shame of the sinful woman brings to mind the fall of Tiger Woods last Thanksgiving.  Tiger, no doubt acting on the advice of some kind of public relations experts, finally appeared at a carefully controlled news conference to confess and seek closure.  I doubt that any form of public confession would have satisfied all sectors of society.  This is a prime example of why and how the Church gradually came to celebrate reconciliation by confessing only to a priest, who represents both God and the offended community.

We repent, we confess, we are forgiven.  We then need to leave the past behind.  Jesus only wants us to not do it again.  Our sins are forgiven and forgotten by God, but we do not forget the wrong we have done.  And remembering them can make us feel guilty.

But memory is not guilt.  We ought to learn from our past sins, but they have nothing to do with present guilt

Nor is shame the same as guilt.  Shame is embarrassment, usually about something private.  Shame helps us build a dignified character, but it does not make us guilty again of a confessed sin.

Nor is remorse guilt.  Remorse is a sense of regret, a wish that something had not happened.  Remorse makes us humble and patient and compassionate, and a little more careful of love.  But it does not make us guilty of a sin already confessed.

Guilt can only occur in the present and future, when we again willfully commit sin.  The only thing to do is to simply say, “I’m sorry.”  And Jesus promptly replies, as he did to the woman caught in a very active public sin, “I do not condemn you.”

As Father Beck describes it: Jesus invites the one who is without sin to be the first to cast a stone.  He invites the accusers to take a look at themselves.  They do.  They move toward reflection and self-knowledge.  They are softened.  They consider, or reconsider.  And then they leave – we are to believe – changed.

And the woman?  What did she learn?  She learned of a compassionate God, shown her by Jesus.  She learned that there are second chances… that God is always ready to hear about changing one’s life, making a fresh start.  She learned that religion need not be harsh and insistent.  She too was saved.

 
 
