
Homily for the fifth Sunday of Lent 

Several years ago a prominent Catholic evangelist and bishop, Fulton Sheen, gave a retreat at a maximum security prison 

somewhere in the United States. Those inmates who gathered for his first conference were convicted murderers, 

rapists, drug smugglers and thieves. In the Bishop’s opening remarks he said to the inmates, “Gentlemen, there is only 

one difference between me and you. You got caught!” 

The bishop hoped to make one point clear. He was not their superior, but a fellow sinner. He, too, was in need of God’s 

mercy and compassion. 

In a story familiar to us, a woman is caught in the sinful act of adultery. In all likelihood, she was dragged out of bed in 

order to humiliate her.  A short time later a mob forms, and the woman is subjected to further embarrassment.  She is 

told to stand in the middle of the crowd to be publicly shamed, belittled, and exploited by the leaders of their faith.  It 

must have been unnerving, to say the least. 

Death by stoning is fearsome.  One can only imagine her state of mind.  Badly frightened are the words to describe her. 

The woman was of no concern to the Scribes and Pharisees.  The Scribes and Pharisees probably did not even know the 

woman’s name.  Their intent was simply to entrap Jesus. 

Jesus quickly disarms his detractors.  He said, “Let he who is without sin be the first to cast a stone at her”. 

Only the one who is himself without fault has the right to pass judgment on the faults of others. 

In his commentary on today’s gospel, the Protestant biblical scholar William Barclay observes, 

“One of the commonest faults in life is that so many of us demand standards of others that we never try to meet 

ourselves; and so many of us condemn faults in others which are glaringly obvious in our own lives”. 

Consider the number of prominent Americans who are routinely shamed on social media, our daily newspapers and the 

so-called “scandal sheets”, such as the National Inquirer. 

After the mob had broken up at the end of the story Jesus stands alone with the condemned woman.  He is gentle with 

her.  His objective is to condemn the sin but save the sinner.  He favors understanding and mercy over condemnation.  In 

the memorable words of Saint Augustine, “All that is left is misery and mercy”. 

Several years ago, while assigned to a parish in the Western part of the diocese, I welcomed a group of inmates from the 

Mid-state Correctional facility to my Church.  A member of my parish staff suggested I pray with them.  I thought at the 

time it was a good idea.  Whenever I began to pray, the inmates, bowed their heads in humble submission.  I was deeply 

moved by their gesture.  I realized then that they were my brothers in Christ, and that all of us were in need of God’s 

mercy and compassion. 

Whenever we pray the “Hail Mary” we recite the words, “Pray for us sinners” and not “pray for those sinners.” 

As we draw closer to Holy Week, let us admit our faults and failings and seek His mercy in the sacrament of Penance.  

Let us encounter Jesus whom the Priest represents and rejoice in Christ’s love for us all. 

 


