
Fifth Sunday of Lent—Year C Readings 
April 3, 2022 
 
Reading I 
Is 43:16-21 

 
Responsorial Psalm 
Ps 126:1-2, 2-3, 4-5, 6. 

R. (3)  The Lord has done great things for us; we are filled with joy. 
 
Reading II 
Phil 3:8-14 

 
Gospel 
Jn 8:1-11 

Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. But early in the morning he arrived again in the temple area, and 
all the people started coming to him, and he sat down and taught them. Then the scribes and the 
Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in adultery and made her stand in the middle. 
They said to him, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the very act of committing adultery. Now in 
the law, Moses commanded us to stone such women. So what do you say?” They said this to test him, 
so that they could have some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent down and began to write on the 
ground with his finger. But when they continued asking him, he straightened up and said to them, 
“Let the one among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” Again he bent down 
and wrote on the ground. And in response, they went away one by one, beginning with the elders. So 
he was left alone with the woman before him. Then Jesus straightened up and said to her, “Woman, 
where are they? Has no one condemned you?” She replied, “No one, sir.” Then Jesus said, “Neither do 
I condemn you. Go, and from now on do not sin any more.” 
 
HOMILY: 
 

Perhaps 20 years ago, a good friend of mine, also a priest, met me after we have finished the Sunday Masses 

and made a mad 3-hour dash from Dubuque to downtown Chicago, to Orchestra Hall of the Chicago 

Symphony, to hear a program that included Maurizio Pollini, the famous Italian pianist.  We cut it very close 

and arrived, after running through the streets of Chicago, after which we were escorted to our seats, which were, 

rather unusually, behind the orchestra and soloist. Many do not like these seats, as they feel that the sound is 

directed more for the hall seating, but it was what we had—and it allowed a birds-eye view of the musicians 

and, in particular, Pollini. What became clear with the close view of the pianist was how much the music (I 

believe it was by the Polish composer Chopin) and the musician had become one. There seemed to be little 

resistance and consciousness in Pollini—the music of Chopin seems rather to flow out of him, though no doubt 

with the mark of the musician’s interpretation. It was clear that, after a life-long dedication to the practice of his 

art, with much sacrifice and hard discipline (Pollini was about 60 years old at the time), the habit of playing 

piano had become so natural that resistance was minimal in his soul.  I’m sure practice was still needed, but he 

was clearly at a place where the music had become part of this virtuoso pianist—and we were all the recipients 

of his hard work.   

We too are meant to become virtuosi—in the matter of Christian living—the love of God and love of neighbor, 

to the point where each become almost natural.  This is what we call “saints.”  And this begins with practicing 

the truth that we are God’s beloved and, because of this, we are constantly offered his pardoning mercy.  The 

season of Lent is when we, in a particular way, practice receiving mercy, but not perhaps in the way one might 

first think! 

 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/isaiah/43?16
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/psalms/126?1
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/philippians/3?8
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/john/8?1


Chapter 5 of Richard Hauser’s book In His Spirit, entitled “Guidelines for Living in the Spirit,” raises the 

traditional Christian practice of “asceticism,” what Merriam-Webster defines as “the practice of strict self-

denial as a measure of personal and especially spiritual discipline: rigorous abstention from self-indulgence.” 

Now that we have learned that life in the Spirit begins with the Holy Spirit reaching to us and entering us, living 

in that Spirit does include a healthy measure of denying ourselves and trying to fill ourselves with what we feel 

we need, and instead, with discipline, responding to the Spirit instead of directing ourselves. But…Hauser (and 

your pastor!) would dispute that asceticism is merely about self-denial.  Instead, it is about a direction of my 

spirit away from its pale efforts to satisfy itself and growing into the habit of, more and more, seeking a life that 

is lived in response to the movements of the Holy Spirit in our lives. 

 

Like the concert pianist, this takes practice. Our Lenten practices at first glimpse seem to be about self-denial:  

NO MEAT!  NO SWEETS! NO ALCOHOL!  Whatever your “penance” is, it seems to be about NO. 

But…penance is about much more than NO. It is, as St. Thomas Aquinas teaches, about strengthening our 

wills…so that we can more easily choose the good. I go without beer not specifically to get better at not 

drinking, but instead to strengthen my will to get better at forgiving…and loving…and serving…and, 

ultimately, in responding to the prompting of God’s spirit by choosing to deny my own will when it chooses 

something less or even damaging. This is, in the end, what the asceticism of Lent—prayer, fasting, and 

almsgiving—is all about. 

 

It is with this that we arrive at today’s gospel, where Jesus the teacher is instructing the woman caught in 

adultery to live more fully in God’s mercy—the deepest truths of any of our lives! Let’s dig into this scene of 

mercy. We’re told that the scribes and the Pharisees bring a woman “caught in the very act of adultery” and put 

her in the middle of the crowd for her condemnation.  How could she have not come to believe she was guilty 

and worthy of such condemnation.  What humiliation she is being inflicted with!  She is being taught, with great 

ferocity, that she is literally and adulterer—a failure at following the commandments of God. It will take a 

strong act of her will to choose to believe the truth—that though she is guilty, she is still beloved of God and 

forgiven.  Jesus will begin the process of strengthening her will, in two ways.  First, by showing her the truth—

that even in her failings, she is mercifully beloved of God. Second, by insisting that she “go and sin no more.” 

Each acts of her will, of seeing things as they truly are—that she is beloved and that her sins will not lead her to 

accept this truth—are needed to strengthen her will that she is worthy of God’s love. The love of Christ has 

come to teach her the truth—she is beloved.  The more she experiences this love and practices being loved, the 

easier it gets. 

 

If you still have the post card sent to your home by the parish, take this week to meditate on the cover image 

that depicts Jesus, all-mercy, covering the woman from the accusations of the religious leaders who, in the 

image, are represented as the shadows that they are and who, we see, have dropped their stones of 

condemnation before the benevolent mercy of Jesus. In this, the woman, covered by mercy, is learning that she 

is beloved, and equipped to show that mercy to others. 

 

We have been marvelously created for virtue—good habits that train us of the truth of who we are.  The concert 

pianist, with years of discipline, reveals the marvelous capacity for creativity and beauty from the souls of the 

human person.  And the woman in today’s gospel reveals our capacity of the divine virtue of love—to become 

so habitually confident of the love of God that it naturally becomes, more and more, how we understand 

ourselves and how we choose to live our lives.  This moment of the Eucharist is a replication of the gospel 

scene, each time the Lord teaching us the truth—we are His beloved. The Mass begins with each of us as the 

woman caught in adultery—when we say “Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy, Lord have mercy” for we have 

been unfaithful to the divine commands to love God and love neighbor.  And, to this, the Lord comes to us, 

shares his very life with us, and teaches us, again, that we are not condemned but beloved.  May that truth more 

and more take hold us, to make us virtuosi in the business of being God’s beloved sons and daughters and then 

sharing that love with others who await the word that they, too, are beloved. 


