
The late Rene Girard was a professor of anthropology, originally from France, but most of his 

career was spent at Stanford in the United States.  His area of research was the nature of 

human violence and in particular religious violence.  If you follow Bishop Robert Barron and his 

Word on Fire ministry you would hear Bishop Barron occasionally refer to Girard. 

In today’s Gospel we have Jesus defusing a moment of violence.   A poor, solitary woman has 

been accused of adultery.  The mob has gathered and they are out for blood; they are prepared 

to stone her.  However, when the mob encounters Jesus, he is able through his words and 

actions to cause them to disperse; the woman is left alone; she will not be a victim today. 

According to Girard, for us who know the Gospel, and live in cultures informed by it we do not 

see anything particularly extraordinary in this story.  We naturally think that dropping the 

stones and walking away is the normal behaviour, of rational, good people.  But Girard says the 

opposite is true.  Once anger, outrage, a sense of injustice is aroused; once the mob has formed 

it can only be diffused by some violent act.  A scapegoat, a victim needs to be sacrificed and 

then the violent contagion of the mob will come to an end.  

In today’s Gospel, however, it is the encounter with Jesus that causes them to drop the stones 

and walk away.  But is not a dictatorial voice.  Power is not usurping a lesser power; a superior 

strength is not coming to the aid of the weak.  Jesus is not an action hero coming to the rescue. 

The encounter is with a superior moral voice; with the voice of God which brings an end to this 

call for some sort of justice by violence.  And it is a voice that pierces the conscience of those 

present, “Let the one who is without sin caste the first stone.” And one by one they drop the 

stones and walk away.  It is an act of personal decision, of conversion that moves them away 

from the evil to which the mob had committed itself.   

Next Sunday we will begin Holy Week with Palm Sunday.   And on that day, we will encounter 

two crowds, two mobs.  Our first Gospel as we bless the palms will tell of Jesus’ triumphant 

entry into Jerusalem as the crowd with great jubilation will greet the messiah.  In the long 

reading of the Passion the crowd will turn on him and cry out, “Crucify Him, Crucify Him.”  They 

are out for blood.  

Next Sunday we will listen to the Passion narrative according to St. Luke. And in Luke’s Gospel 

we will hear Jesus say, “Forgive them Father for they know not what they do.”  From the cross 

Jesus will forgive one of the thieves that is crucified with him and welcome him to paradise. 

Here we have the victim showing and extending mercy. And the victim is the Son of God.   

According to Girard we encounter in these words of Jesus the ultimate moral voice.  The victim 

who is in charge, not defeated by death and who shows mercy.   

This word will not overpower us like a strong man who will break our arm, not like a mob that 

will throw us over a cliff.  It is up to us to allow  Jesus, the messiah, the Saviour, the Son of God 

to over power our conscience so that we will repent of our sins, to turn away from evil and to 

drop the stones and walk away.   


