Gloria R. Carpeneto, Homily, April 7, 2019—5th Sunday of Lent
Isaiah 43:16-21; Philippians 3:8-14; John 8:1-11; Psalm 126, God has done great things for us, we are truly  glad. 

You may be aware that St. John’s is hosting a concert by the Canterbury Bell Ringers this afternoon. The bell ringers are scheduled to begin arriving between 2:00 and 2:30. So this homily is going to be a little briefer than usual; should you run into any of the bell ringers this afternoon, be sure you thank them personally for that!  


I think the message of our readings today is easy to understand, but hard to hold onto. And that message is this – God is constant, God is with us, God looks to our future and not to our past. In other words, God Is Love. It doesn’t matter what we have done; we don’t have to correct all of our mistakes as a prerequisite for God  to be doing something new in our lives. God’s words, spoken through the prophet Isaiah, ring in our ears this afternoon, “Forget the events of the past, ignore the things of long ago. Look, I am doing something new.” Whether it’s making a road in the desert or rivers in the wasteland, God forgets our past and urges us on to a new future. Even on those days that we go forth weeping, we can be sure that we will come home with shouts of joy. Maybe not right away … maybe not in the way we envisioned. But God and grace will always bring us home. 


I try to imagine what was going through the woman’s head who was brought to Jesus for judgment in today’s Gospel. I can’t  imagine she was feeling that everything was going to turn out OK; she surely couldn’t have felt very  beloved in God’s eyes.  I can’t imagine how guilty she must have felt, and how resigned she was to this being her last day on earth. The Law was very clear; the sin of adultery carried a death penalty by stoning; and there was no wiggle room for explanations or apologies, especially not for a woman. She knew what her fate would be. She was about to die a prolonged and painful death.      


So dragged there by her accusers, and standing there like a monkey in a ring. I can’t imagine she actually heard any of the legalistic words that were being tossed back and forth by her accusers. I can’t imagine that she was listening to anything but the pounding of her own heart. But I imagine she did notice when the silence set in. I imagine she did notice when the words stopped, and Jesus just sat there scribbling whatever he scribbled on the ground. And I’m sure she noticed when, one by one, her accusers began to leave. She may not have heard what Jesus said to them, but whatever it was, his words shamed them, just as their words had shamed her, and they left in silence. 

“Has no one condemned you? No? Then neither do I. Go your way and sin no more.” Talk about God’s being constant, God’s looking to our future and not our past, God’s doing something new! Jesus ‘ words were not words of forgiveness. They were the simple words of non-condemnation. Jesus left it up to the woman to figure out how to live her life in the future. His job was simply not to condemn her. His job was to be the God who was doing something new in her life … allowing her to live beyond the constraints of a Law applied without love. Jesus didn’t tell her to go to confession; he told her to do something new with her life. I don’t condemn you; just try to be something better than you’ve been before. 


So much has been made of what Jesus was writing on the ground that day. But in the end, I don’t think it really matters. What matters is that he opened a space where some healing could happen. Through pausing in silence and allowing some rime for breathing,  Jesus broke the endless loop of  legalistic self-righteous accusations that were flying back and forth. And when he finally spoke again, it was into a space where, obviously, people could hear, and an execution was averted. Manifesting God, Jesus brought a river of healing into the wasteland of this woman’s life, and maybe even into the desert hearts of her accusers.  


I have often wondered what ever happened to this woman after her near-death experience. My fantasy is that she went on to live a very different life – not a sinless life, but a grateful one, a life knowing that no matter what she did, she would always remember the words, “Neither do I condemn you.”  Mercy begets gratitude begets, and with that, let me share a little story with you about new life..

“Who is closer to God,” the seeker asked, ”the saint or the sinner?”
 “Why, the sinner, of course,” the elder said. 
“But how can that be?” the seeker asked. 
“Because,” the elder said, “every time a person sins, they break the cord that binds them to God. But every time God forgives them, the broken cord is knotted again. And so, thanks to the mercy of God, the cord gets shorter and shorter, and the sinner gets closer to God.”

May we remember that God looks to our future and not our past. May we be grateful that God does not condemn us. May we try every day to live lives better than we have lived before. And may we be grateful for the inevitability of all those knots that bring us closer to God. AMEN. 
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