HOMILY FOR THE FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT YEAR C

ALL HAVE SINNED


The Jews have 613 prescriptions of the Law to observe by every Jew.   As a Pharisee, Paul’s greatest concern had been how to achieve a perfect observance of all the 613 prescriptions of the Jewish Law.  He believed the only way to please God is to observe these regulations to the letter.  But after his conversion, he repented and realized that the laws could not make any person please God without intimate relationship with him.  He then saw the keeping of the law as so much rubbish as we heard him say in the second reading.  The only thing that now mattered to him was to establish an intimate relationship with Christ.

The scribes and Pharisees who brought the woman caught in adultery to Jesus were operating at the point where Paul was before his repentance.  For them the law was everything.  Anyone who did not show respect to the law deserved to die.  That was the case of this woman.  But the Scribes and Pharisees were also using her as a bait to test whether Jesus himself has enough respect for the Law or not so that they would have an excuse to demand his death, just as they did for the woman. 

As a matter of fact, there was no justice in trying to stone the woman because as Moses put it “both the man and woman should be put to death” (Lev. 20:10), not the woman only.  In reality Jesus ought not to endorse this law, not just because of the injustice behind it but also because he came to restore the spirit of the law.  This is why before he came God had spoken through Isaiah in the first reading “see I am doing something new.”  He is referring to the work of the Holy Spirit which Jesus will give, and which Jesus referred to in (John 4:19-24).  It is the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:8) who would enable believers to observe the spirit of the law.

So, in the influence of the spirit, Jesus gave his verdict.  He was struck by the whole injustice of the application of the law to this situation – how can a woman be caught in adultery without a man?  That points to how women were treated this time in history.  It is not impossible that the man caught with the woman might be among the crowd that demanded the death of the woman.  Jesus refused to oblige them and instead challenged the right of the accusers to sit in judgment over the woman.  “Let the one among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”  Since none of them was qualified for that privilege, they had no other choice than to back out.  In the end Jesus told the woman to go, repent and mend her life.

The message of today’s liturgy is that people are more important and more valuable than laws.  Laws are made for people and not people for laws.  Therefore, any time a law becomes a threat to the life, dignity or integrity of human beings, such a law loses its legitimacy.  We need laws to enhance the quality of life the people; not their destruction.


The story shows how Jesus stands up for sinners before the law.  The Church puts this story before us today so that we can see ourselves in this sinful woman whom Jesus saved from death.  Like the woman, we too have sinned, each in his or her own way.  Like her we deserve death because the wages of sin is death.  But when Jesus comes into the picture, he speaks the words of love, acquits and sets us free:  “Neither do I condemn you, go your way, and from now on do not sin again”.  Isn’t very consoling to know that Jesus does not want the destruction of sinners but gives them opportunity to repent and be saved as God wished his people in the Old Testament (Ezek. 18:23)?  
As we can see, Jesus’ personality is enough consolation in every situation we find ourselves.  He is the cure to all our spiritual weaknesses.  If we can try this Lent to understand that Jesus understands and sympathizes with us in our weakness, we will be encouraged and strengthened not to despair or live in lie.  This will give us the courage we need to approach the throne of grace.  It will help us not give up on ourselves as Judas did but pick ourselves up and brush away the dust of failure as Peter did, and be able to find the divine help we need to overcome our natural weaknesses.

If God can do this for us, another good news is that those of us who are too self-righteous should accommodate sinners and provide opportunity for their repentance than expect their destruction.  The Jews of our passage lost the spirit of the law because of their self-righteousness which made it impossible to please God with their observance of the law.  In their righteousness they could not tolerate sinners.  Such people today carry the church on their heads but are not inside it; they fulfill every known rules but are never converted.  As followers of Christ we should imitate his example by giving the sinner a chance to repent and mend his or her ways.  And if we are sinners, let us heed the word of Jesus to the woman and take the chance this Lent offers us to repent and give up our sinful ways.
