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Oil & Wine  Fifth Sunday of Lent 21 March 2010

• Is 43:16-21  • Ps 126 (125):1-6  • Phil 3:8-14  • John 8:1-11

Today’s gospel proclaims one of the most graphic and moving of all the New Testament narratives about the mercy of Jesus. He is always sensitive to the needs of the poor, the disadvantaged and abused, those who have been pushed to the margins of society – and particularly women in patriarchal cultures such as that of 1st century Palestine. Twenty centuries later, many kinds of abuse are still painful realities for many women.
Jesus has been engaged in controversies with the chief priests and Pharisees, and even the crowds are divided in their opinion about him. Some wanted to arrest him as a disturber and pretender; others believe he could be the Messiah. But the one whom Jesus listens to is his Father, and so he goes to spend a night in prayer on the Mount of Olives.   Lonely and verbally assaulted by his enemies, he needs to go in prayer into the healing presence of his Father before returning in the early morning to teach the people in the Temple. That Jesus should teach here is a continuing irritant to the scribes and Pharisees, who regard the Temple as their ‘holy turf,’ not to be invaded by this usurper. So they plan a trap for him, and what better bait than a woman who has been “caught in adultery”? She is doubly vulnerable: she is not only guilty of violating marital trust, but she is also a marginalised woman. 
With the woman in tow, the scribes and Pharisees approach Jesus with a carefully orchestrated drama of two trials, with Jesus the main accused. With mock reverence, his enemies address him as “Teacher.” Little do they realise what they really are about to learn from him. They confront Jesus with a dilemma: this woman has been caught in the very act of intercourse with a man not her husband, and according to the Mosaic law she should be stoned. Of course, their selective male memory is at work, for the law dictated that both the woman and the man should be punished (cf. Lev 20:10; Deut 22:22-24), but the woman’s sexual partner is completely and conveniently absent from this scene. The only man that the scribes and Pharisees have in their sights is Jesus. If Jesus says that the woman should not be stoned, then he will be breaking the law of Moses. He might even be accused of being a revolutionary who usurps the right of the Romans to order capital punishment (cf. John 18:31). On the other hand, if Jesus says that this woman should not be stoned, then he is violating his own law of compassion, and would be regarded by the people as a charlatan who preaches one thing and does another, especially when the outcome affects him. 
Surprisingly, Jesus does not make any verbal response to his enemies’ questions. Almost as if he is bored with their manipulations of the law, their attitude to the poor and dispossessed which were so opposite to his own, he simply bends down and doodles silently in the dust with his finger. Then under the barrage of their continued questions, Jesus straightens up and tosses a few words at them: “Let anyone among you who is without sin cast the first stone at her.” This is a third and unexpected trial, as Jesus dares to be angry in the holy place before the merciless ones who are supposed to be holy men. He practises what he has preached about not condemning or judging anyone, and that failure to avoid such sinfulness results in one’s own judgement and condemnation (cf. Luke 6:37; John 7:24). Jesus gives the scribes and Pharisees time to read – not what is scribbled meaninglessly in the dust, but what is written in their own hearts. That is where the stones are heaped up. No one can be absolutely self-confident in his or her own unblemished goodness, and perhaps these men of the law remember that their own scriptures proclaim that: “Surely there is no one on earth so righteous as to do good without ever sinning?” (Eccl 7:20). According to Jewish custom, it should be the eldest who begin the stoning but, as Jesus again doodles in the dust, it is the eldest who first drift away. Are they clinging to the remnants of their respectability and seniority? Or is the dust of their memory stirred by Jesus, and their greater opportunities over the years remembered – the memory of the abuse of a wife, a daughter, a granddaughter, a prostitute, a ‘useful’ woman whom they had abused…?     
Now for the first time, the woman who has been dumped as a bait to trap Jesus, is spoken to… by Jesus. There is only one stone thrown in this incident, and that is the stone of mercy that Jesus casts at the devastated and violated woman. Without minimizing her sinfulness, Jesus shows her the respect that she deserves as a human being. “Has no one condemned you?” he asks. “No one, Lord,” is her reply. Jesus’ concern is more for her future than for her past. There is no moralising lecture delivered by Jesus; he does not claim that she did not sin, but in the context of his compassionate mercy and in a moment of great risk for both of them, he liberates the woman for a new future. 
Much preaching, especially in the areas of sexual morality, is strident and condemnatory, with women often bearing the brunt of blame and shame. It can be the verbal equivalent of stone throwing, rather than compassion. This woman can also represent all the people we have pushed to the margins of society because we do not regard them as socially acceptable – by our standards – because of racial or ethnic origins, class or economic status, religious or political affiliation. We may disregard them for being too progressive, too conservative, too eccentric – again, because ‘I’ am the norm. Far away from the Jerusalem Temple we can still use the sins of others to mask our own self-righteousness and personal failings in merciful love. What we need to heap up in our hearts and in our church is compassion that heals, not judgemental stones that hurt.
This gospel event is an example of the realization of what God speaks in the first reading through Second Isaiah: “I am about to do a new thing…” Six hundred years before the time of Christ, God had done “a new thing” for the people ravaged and abused by exile, and deprived of a future and a hope. Under the protection of their loving God, Isaiah promises that they will make their exodus out of the desert; they will be sustained by living waters and rescued from the jaws of ravenous beasts. The people will become a people of praise of this liberating God. What God has done in the past, God will do even more wonderfully in the future – the future of God’s people to which we belong.  What Isaiah promises, Jesus fulfils, especially for the outcast and marginalized, as today’s gospel proclaims.  As Diane Bergant writes:

We live in a world that desperately needs something new. The wondrous newness of God will be born out of conversion, not coercion. It will spring from repentance, not reprisal. It will take shape in the councils of the world, in the boardrooms of the workplace, at the tables of families.

We cannot cling to the past that may seem very comfortable, and even socially acceptable, when God is doing something new, and inviting us by our mindfulness of the wonders God has worked in the past, to believe and hope that even greater things will be worked for in our present and our future.
To encourage his beloved Philippians, Paul compares himself to an athlete who, if he wants to win the race, must never look back, but rather keep his eyes on the finishing line ahead. In the last few weeks we have watched the athletes at the Winter Olympic Games and the Winter Paralympics for people with disabilities. We have heard so many stories of those who not only fix their eyes on the prize on the day of competition, but who have also sacrificed so much and suffered both physical and psychological pain in the rigors of their training so that they might keep the future dream of Olympic participation alive through many years. This future determination is especially moving when we listen to the stories of the athletes in the Paralympics. For Paul, Christ is the ultimate prize, and he is ready to suffer the loss of all else so that he may gain Christ. He assures the Philippians that God is cheering them on to the finishing line, so that after sharing in the sufferings of Christ they may also know the joy of the prize of resurrection with him.
This week we stand on the brink of that greatest week of the year that we call Holy Week. Have we been reapers like those of the responsorial Ps 126 (125), ready to come to Easter singing and carrying the sheaves of prayer, fasting and almsgiving that we have harvested during these Lenten weeks? There is still time, for our God is always patient, always ready to help our tears become songs.
Energetic effort on our journey of faith is something that Benedict urges. He wants his monks to be good ‘runners,’ and in fact in the Prologue to his Rule he three times uses the word “run” to express the eagerness to turn away from sin and get back on track to God that every Christian should have (cf. RB Prol 13; 22; 44). Those who run from the darkness of sin into the light of Christ, energised by their good works and unswerving commitment to God, will break through the finishing line of death to receive the prize of everlasting companionship with Christ in the kingdom (cf. RB Prol 49-50). Life can be something of a marathon race, and the runners need their support teams. Benedict saw those who lived in community under a rule and an abbot as such a ‘support team’ for one another (cf. RB 1:1,13). Beyond the monastery, it is the support of family, friends, parishes and other communities that help us, especially when the going is hard. 
On Wednesday, 24 March, it will be thirty years since a lone professional gunman hired by Roberto D’Abuisson, the head of the death squads in El Salvador, entered the chapel of the Divina Providencia cancer hospital and assassinated Archbishop Oscar Romero as he was saying Mass. He fell to the ground at the foot of the large crucifix that was hanging behind the altar. Romero had struggled against the poverty and oppression of his people, young and old, men and women, but in the eyes of the powerful such a man was a threat to them, just as Jesus was to the scribes and Pharisees. But Romero was simply, passionately following in the footsteps of Jesus, the defender of the poor and abused, baited eventually unto death by his enemies. Shortly before his death, Romero said: “As long as there is one baptised person left, the church will continue to exist.” Does that surprise us? Is that what the glory of my baptismal commitment means to me? 

