Sermon for 02/11/2016

By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

But Jesus stooped down, and with his finger wrote on the ground, as though he heard them not. So when they continued asking him, he lifted up himself, and said unto them, He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her. And again he stooped down, and wrote on the ground.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen. 

HOMILY:


Do you find yourself wondering; What could it be that Jesus was writing on the ground?
Why would our Lord engage in this puzzling and enigmatic behavior? What could His secretive message written in the very dust have been – and why is it not related to us?


We are not given to know the answers to these questions, but we can make some guesses, based upon our Lord’s pattern and history, and upon His teaching. 


To begin with, our Lord often taught in parables. 


A parable is a story with easily recognizable themes used to illustrate and teach a point, often about morals or ethics. So, we might well assume that Jesus, by writing on the ground, was saying that His words were solidly grounded, and were as solid and reliable as the earth itself.


This would be in sharp contrast to the Pharisees and Sadducees who had brought the woman before Him, who were disdainful of all things common and earthy. By contrast, Jesus was deeply involved in the lives of the people around Him, and interacted with them at all points and situations.


In a very real sense, then, Jesus was offering His knowledge, His insight, His command of God’s Law to those who perhaps needed it most – the very ones who refused to accept it and see it for what it was. 


He was, so to speak, casting pearls before swine.


In the end, those swine, those who refused to listen or to see, walked away because they could not withstand the punishing insight Jesus made so clear. That insight was that those who wished so devoutly to condemn the woman were refusing to listen to the greater commandment – “Love thy neighbor as yourself.” They might claim to have earned forgiveness for themselves, but they refused that same forgiveness to others.

The truth was as clear as the words written in the ground before them – and they refused to see it.


As our Lord frequently said of such people, “Let him who has eyes to see, see it.” The reality, of course, is that they did not see the truth because they did not wish to see it. Had they recognized the truth, it would have condemned them. Jesus could well afford to remain silent – allowing those who had gathered with a primary purpose of condemning the woman, but with a secondary purpose of condemning Him – and allow the obvious truth to convict those who sought to condemn.

It might also be that Jesus – who was in every way human – was employing that old technique of “taking a deep breath and counting to ten” so to speak. By remaining silent and by not allowing righteous anger to drive Him, our Lord was not only modeling the charity and forgiveness that God’s law demands, but was also allowing people to be led to the truth by the evidence in front of them.


It is often the case that people best absorb that truth which they have arrived at by themselves. In this case, the crowd had gathered to hear and see Jesus of their own accord. They were not forced to come hear Him. They came to Him willingly, to hear and see this man who so clearly and plainly taught the word of God.


When the Pharisees and Sadducees brought the unfortunate woman before Jesus to be judged, they attempted to determine beforehand what her punishment should be. They ignored, however, the possibility of forgiveness. They ignored Charity – about which we talked Sunday.


And they ignored humility – through which we all recognize that we are all sinners and have all fallen short.


Jesus simply reminded them of that fact.


“He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her.”
    


Jesus did not excuse her sin. He did not say it was permissible for her to have done what she had done. He only pointed out to the gathered crowd that all of them, too, had sinned. And, he placed them in the position of having to deny their own sin if they wished to stone her. The oldest members of the crowd, presumably having more sins to be reminded of, melted away first, but eventually all left, leaving only the accused woman and Jesus standing there.


Jesus then made of her the demand that is made of all sinners; First, to admit your own sin, then to make the changes necessary to amend your life.


“Woman, where are those thine accusers? hath no man condemned thee? She said, No man, Lord. And Jesus said unto her, Neither do I condemn thee: go, and sin no more.”


Not that her sin was not sin. Not that she was permitted to go on doing sin. Only that in mercy, she would be given the chance to change – if she was willing to do so.


We are given the very same chance to change. Our sins – whatever they may be – do not condemn us, as long as we are willing to openly and honestly recognize them, repent of them and make changes in our lives.


This is what the season of Lent – which we are now in – is about. It is abut making those changes that are needful in our lives so that we too may be forgiven, as was the woman brought before Jesus.


Let us pray.


Dear Lord, as You forgave the woman brought before you to be judged, so forgive us, we pray, as we recognize the make changes in our lives. Let us be so convicted of our own consciences that we can do no less. Of your mercy we pray. Amen.
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