
5th Sunday of Lent (C) 
 

 

How does it happen that a group of men catch a woman “in the very act” of committing adultery, 

and only the woman is apprehended? What happened to her partner? Was he too fast for the 

witnesses to grab? Already this scenario is suspect, for, according to the Jewish law, the man is 

also liable to stoning. And if the scribes and Pharisees are bent on justice, why do they bring the 

alleged adulteress to Jesus rather than to one of their legal officials? They refer to the fact that 

the Law of Moses mandates the death penalty in such a case and ask what Jesus has to say.  

 

The gospel text says, “They said this to test him, so that they could have some charge to bring 

against him.” What is the test? On the one hand, if he advocates stoning, he risks losing his 

reputation for love, mercy, and compassion. On the other hand, if he advocates that she not be 

stoned, he would appear to deny the law of Moses and thereby put himself in a bad light with the 

Jewish officials. 

 

But Jesus refuses to play his adversaries’ game.  Instead, he proceeds to do that famously 

enigmatic writing on the ground.  What the narrative makes clear is that Jesus refuses to be lured 

into their trap.  When they continue to press him, Jesus says, “Let the one among you who is 

without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”  The point here seems to be that the Pharisees' 

present activity of manipulating this woman and setting up a “sting operation” for Jesus is itself 

sinful behavior. Appearing to be seekers after law and order, they are exposed as hypocrites 

simply bent on protecting their own power. Jesus' delay tactic of scribbling on the ground has 

allowed some time for this reality to sink in. One by one, the accusers depart, leaving Jesus alone 

with the accused. 

 

In words that suggest that he is savoring the irony of the situation, Jesus says, “Woman, where 

are they? Has no one condemned you?” “No one, sir,” she says. Then Jesus says, “Neither do I 

condemn you. Go, and from now on do not sin anymore.” What delicacy. Jesus forgives the 

sinner without denying the sin. His compassion then invites her to a real conversion of heart. 

 

PLAY VIDEO (Empathy vs. Sympathy)  https://youtu.be/1Evwgu369Jw 

https://youtu.be/1Evwgu369Jw
https://youtu.be/1Evwgu369Jw
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The presenter in that video is using the word “empathy” rather than “compassion”, but the 

contrast is the same with the word “sympathy”.  The woman about to be stoned feels like she is 

in a deep hole.  Notice how Jesus follows the outline presented in that video.  (1) He takes the 

perspective of the woman—it is clear that he does not want her to be stoned as much as she does 

not want to be stoned. (2) He avoids judgment and says: “Neither do I condemn you.”  (3) He 

recognizes that she is suffering and communicates that—in other words, he feels with her… he 

establishes a connection with her.  All of this reveals the true compassion Jesus is living—

compassion, again, meaning “to suffer with”. 

 

This is a piece from the New York Times several weeks ago.  For 27 years, Walter Jones 

represented eastern North Carolina in Congress. He died this past February on his 76th birthday, 

after a long illness. His colleagues in the House remembered him for his courage, his integrity 

and his kindness… and his letters. For the last 14 years, Jones made it a point to write letters to 

Americans whose spouse, daughter or son was killed in Iraq or Afghanistan. Many of them 

included personal handwritten notes he wrote in his Greenville office late at night.  “My heart 

aches as I write this letter for I realize you are suffering a great loss,” most letters would begin. 

  

Jones’ letter-writing began in 2003 after he attended the funeral of Marine Sgt. Michael Bitz, 

who was killed that March, not long after the Iraq war began. During the ceremony, the 

sergeant’s two-year old son, Joshua, dropped a toy. A young Marine in dress uniform reached 

down to pick it up and hand it back to Joshua. “And the boy looked up at him, and the Marine 

looked down, and then it hit me,” the congressman would remember. “This little boy would never 

know his daddy.”  Jones’ grief at this scene led to a dramatic political conversion against the war, 

putting him at odds with President Bush and his own party. Congressman Jones had voted in 

favor of the war – and his vote haunted him. “I will never forget my mistake because people died 

because of my mistake,” he said. “I bought into believing that President Bush didn’t really want 

to go to war. That’s how naïve I was . . . I could have voted no, and I didn’t.”  

  

He also acknowledged that facing re-election kept him from voting his conscience. “In my heart, 

I believe I let God down… I felt the guilt, but also the pain of voting to send [Janina Bitz’] 

husband as well as thousands of other military personnel to a war that was unnecessary.  
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Obviously, the majority of these families will never know me and vice versa. But I want them to 

know that my heart aches as their heart aches.” 

  

Before writing to a family, Jones would obtain permission from a military liaison who makes 

sure that family members want condolences from a congressman they likely never heard 

of. Then, from a desk drawer in his office in Greenville, he retrieved the same black ink fountain 

pen that he used since he began this ritual. In some cases, he sent letters to multiple relatives of a 

single soldier. At the time of his death in February, Walter Jones had written 11,266 such letters. 

 [The New York Times, February 16, 2019.]  Congressman Jones was compelled by 

compassion as he “suffered with” each recipient of those thousands of letters. 

 

Each time we assemble at Mass to celebrate the Eucharist, we begin with the penitential rite, 

confessing publicly that we have sinned and are in need of God’s compassion.  To emphasize 

this during Lent, we are singing “Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy.”  In just a few minutes, 

we will approach the table of the Lord to become one with Christ in communion, but not before 

singing, “Lamb of God, you take away the sin of the world, have mercy on us.”  In this Eucharist, 

we are like the adulterous woman, face-to-face with the compassion of God in Christ.  And when 

we encounter the mercy of God here, as the adulterous woman did, we should leave with a sense 

of freedom and deliverance, having been invited once again to turn away from evil and avoid sin.  

We pray that as we leave here today, we will be compelled by compassion to embody more fully 

the mercy and forgiveness of God in our world as the living Body of Christ. 

 

 

 

 


