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Readings: Fifth Sunday of Lent | USCCB 

 

Witnessing a Crime 

We are getting near the end, next week we finally enter Jerusalem. 

We began this Journey through Luke after the baptism of Jesus when he 

was led through the desert by the Spirit and came face to face with 

diabolos, the forces of evil that tried to distract him and throw him off so 

that nothing in the world would change and these forces would remain in 

power… so that the poor would remain poor, the captives enslaved, the 

blinded by sin blind. The temptations did not work, and Jesus began his 

ministry in the synagogue with the proclamation of God’s glory, the 

fulfillment of the Year of the Lord which should have been occasion for 

rejoicing but instead he was immediately meet with anger and was 

chased out. From the very beginning it became clear, diabolos was too 

rooted in the human heart, this would not be easy.  

Regardless Jesus began, but no matter how loving he spoke, how 

many people he healed and restored, how many parables he told, people 

only grew angrier with him and each other. Atop a mountain Jesus had 

to accept the fact that people just would not accept the message in this 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/readings/040322-YearC.cfm


Homily | Year C | Fifth Sunday of Lent | 04/3/2022 

2 

 

way, so he would have to show God’s glory through suffering… maybe, 

just maybe they would come to realize the love of the Father for all he 

was offering. There began our journey to Jerusalem.  

On that journey, Jesus stressed that we stand on fertile ground and 

that God has given us all we need to be productive so it’s best not to 

procrastinate in our relationship with God otherwise we are only 

harming ourselves and those around us. Then he gave us a parable to 

help heal our image of God the father as one who is filled with mercy 

and joy, and today, just before we approach the gates of Jerusalem, we 

come face to face with diabolos again, this time gathered around a 

woman caught in adultery. 

It is a story that shows the biggest obstacles humans face in 

accepting the message of Jesus, and I’d like to focus on one thing: just 

how far people are willing to go when they feel angry at their lack of 

power and control. What do I mean…? 

Let’s start at the end of the story: Jesus asks her “has no one 

condemned you?” and she says “no one, sir.” Adultery was a big crime 

and according to Mosaic law, a clear violation of the 6th commandment. 

The law stated that if a person is caught in the act with witnesses, the 
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trial and stoning is immediate because the evidence is clear – and that is 

something the Pharisees would do as the enforcers of the law – they had 

control. Well, we are told in this story that yes, there were witnesses, and 

yet they have not done her trial, they are parading her on the streets… 

which seems odd… there must be more going on in the background…  

What it is going on is that the Roman authorities had taken away 

their rights to impose capital punishment from them. The Roman empire 

wanted full authority over people and what fuller authority and power is 

there than being the one who dictates who gets to live and who gets to 

die, so they were angry that they were no longer the ones deciding. 

Further, they had also heard about Jesus claiming he had authority 

over the lives of people, that he was restoring them to life, even raising 

some from the dead… it was unfair that Jesus would have this privilege 

while the Romans took it away from them. That is the context in which 

this story takes place, which is no mere coincidence, it is a well-

calculated plot against Jesus and the woman was just the tool. 

They approach Jesus and ask him what to do with her, and were 

expecting either of two answers:  
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1. “Woman, rise, your sins are forgiven.” He had done this with 

other people, surely if he is that much of a softie as people 

claimed, he would do it again with her. If so, then he would 

have intentionally ignored Mosaic law which was also a crime, 

and with so many witnesses standing around, it would have 

been an easy accusation so the Romans could quickly arrest him 

and give him capital punishment. 

2. Or they expected him to say: “You know the law, Moses was 

clear, you know what must be done, stone her”. However, that 

would have put him in violation of Roman law, and with so 

many witnesses standing around him, an easy accusation to the 

Romans, a quick trial and execution.  

The trap was clear.  

 Then Jesus bends down and begins writing on the ground with his 

finger. What he wrote is unknown, some suggest it was the sins of the 

pharisees, others a phrase from the Old Testament against them. I think 

what he wrote is irrelevant, not the point of what he is doing. By 

bending down, Jesus is taking away the attention from the woman, and 

on to him. He was tired of this happening time and time again, tired of 
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people accusing each other to the point of lynching and murder, and was 

deeply disturbed by seeing this woman used as a tool to manipulate him 

with no concern for her, so in this action, he is turning people’s anger 

and gaze at him – wanting to replace her with him. After some time, he 

gets up and gives them a completely unexpected response: “Let the one 

among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” 

 Like in the desert when diabolos used scripture to try to throw off 

Jesus and Jesus responds with scripture, here Jesus is using scripture to 

reveal their dark intentions. He is quoted Deuteronomy 17 which states 

that in cases of adultery, the witnesses were to be the first to throw the 

stone. However, none of them dared to do it, because they knew that this 

whole thing was a set up, and what they were all doing was also 

unlawful. They were violating the 8th commandment: thou shall not bear 

false witness against thy neighbor, and were doing it so they could 

violate the 5th commandment: thou shall not kill.  

They were caught. People are willing to go extremes when they are 

angry, willing to come up with elaborate schemes to get their anger out. 

Happens all the time. In school, something happens between friends that 

one finds out the other said something, gets other friends to rally against 
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them, and plot a time and place to beat them up as all the “friends” stand 

witnesses around them with their cameras to catch the action as they 

laugh. Diabolos at work there. 

As son as we think someone is guilty, in anger we find ways to 

blame them, often coming up with false accusations just to overpower 

them. It’s happening in Ukraine, in the social unrest in in Syria and Iraq, 

in Mexico with the drug cartels… In our justice system, so many go to 

death row only to find out later they indeed were innocent. Anytime 

there is a victim of hate, Jesus places himself in the middle and says “see 

me… I want to take their place, leave them alone.”  

The problem Jesus identified here is the lack of mercy – if there is 

no sense of mercy for one another, we won’t care about dignity, much 

less be open to experiencing mercy of God that Jesus came to proclaim. 

And yet, Jesus’ response to them, despite their own obvious guilt, 

was filled with mercy. He was not condemning them, or her, the way 

they were. Despite the anger he must have felt over the injustice of 

witnessing this woman being used as a tool, Jesus came to proclaim 

freedom to them too, but they chose to walk away, and continue to plot 

against him.  
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As to the woman, once they are left alone Jesus gives her what he 

hoped the others would have accepted: even though yes, you are guilty, 

yes you broke the commandment, “I do not condemn you. Go, and from 

now on do not sin anymore.” He offers the same to us whenever we have 

failed to be merciful to one another. The experience of God’s mercy 

first, and then the command to be merciful to others.  

If I grow in the sense of God’s mercy for me, then I will do 

everything in my power so that I show mercy to those around me. I will 

do everything in my power to be faithful, to be respectful, to not incite 

hate, to turn the other cheek, to be a good friend, to not bully, to be a 

better parent, and not let anger control my actions, to forgive the past as 

to be able to move forward with the future. I will realize the past hurts, 

weather I caused them or someone caused them to me, are all rubbish, 

nothing, compared to the life that God’s mercy gives me.  

This level of mercy is possible when we are willing to see who is 

really standing in the middle: Jesus himself – the innocent victim. All of 

us are witnesses to injustice. All of us are witnessing what is happening 

around the world, and witness crimes every day: the kid bullied in 

school, the woman abused, the country being overpowered, the African 
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American being accused because of the color of their skin. God’s mercy 

invites us to see Jesus there, in the middle, and be witnesses of 

something else. 

We are near the end of our journey. Next week we will enter 

Jerusalem. We will read how once again people will gather around as 

witnesses to the final attempt of forces of diabolos to throw off God’s 

plan for the world. 

We will all be there, witnesses, gathered around him, each one of 

us: witnesses of the greatest injustice in human history. We will hear 

people yell out Crucify Him! And yet, the words of Jesus will continue 

to be full of mercy.  

As a witness, standing there at the cross on Holy Week, and 

standing there any time someone is a victim: What will be your 

response? 

 


