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Brothers and sisters, we have reached the Fifth Sunday of Lent in which the 
Liturgy this year presents to us the Gospel episode of Jesus who saves an 
adulterous woman condemned to death.  
 
Jesus is teaching the people, when several scribes and Pharisees arrive. Dragged 
before him, the woman is placed between Jesus and the crowd, between the mercy 
of the Son of God and the violence and anger of her accusers. In fact, they did not 
come to the Teacher to ask his opinion but in order “to test” him and impel him to 
take a false step.  
 
Indeed, were Jesus to follow the strict law, approving that the woman be stoned, he 
would lose his reputation of gentleness and goodness which so fascinated the 
people. However, were he to be merciful, he would be breaking the law, which he 
himself said he did not wish to abolish but fulfil (cf. Mt 5:17).  
 
Jesus does not seek to embarrass the accusers or to accuse the 
adulteress. Jesus is “full of grace and truth” (John 1: 14): he can read every 
human heart, he wants to condemn the sin but save the sinner.  
 
John the Evangelist highlights one detail: while his accusers are insistently 
interrogating him, Jesus did not respond; he kept silent and made a mysterious 
gesture: Jesus bends down and starts writing with his finger on the ground.  
 
Perhaps he was drawing, some said that he wrote down the sins of the Pharisees... 
however, he was writing, as if he were elsewhere. In this way he helped everyone 
to calm down, not to act on the wave of impulsiveness, and to seek the justice of 
God. Saint Augustine notes that this gesture portrays Christ as the divine legislator: 
in fact, God wrote the law with his finger on tablets of stone (cf. Commentary on 
John's Gospel, 33,5). Jesus is the Legislator; he is Justice in person.  
 
Then Jesus looked up and said: “Let anyone among you who is without sin be the 
first to throw a stone at her” (v. 7). This response confounded the accusers, 
disarming all of them in the true sense of the word: they all lay down their 
“weapons”, that is, the stones ready to be thrown, both the visible ones against the 
woman and those concealed against Jesus. He makes the accusers aware that 
they have often sung to the goodness of God, cried out for His mercy and 
experienced His forgiveness. While the Lord continued to write on the ground, 
to draw, I don’t know.... the accusers went away, one after the other, heads down, 
beginning with the eldest, most aware of not being without sin.  
 



 

Only the woman and Jesus remained: misery and mercy. Jesus does not judge 
the woman. He recognizes her dignity, the dignity of a human person, that she 
is not her sin; that she can change her life, she can emerge from her slavery and 
walk on a new path. Jesus reintegrates her into society and lifts her up, ushers 
her into a new life oriented to good. He invites her to seek a fresh start and to 
look to the future with confidence.  
 
It is the same grace that was to make the Apostle Paul say: “One thing I do, 
forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on 
toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus” 
(Philippians 3: 13-14). God wants only goodness and life for us; he provides for 
the health of our soul through his ministers, delivering us from evil with the 
Sacrament of Reconciliation, so that no one may be lost but all may have the 
opportunity to convert (Benedict XVI– Angelus - 21 March 2010). 
 
Brothers and sisters, that woman represents all of us. We are sinners, meaning 
adulterers before God, betrayers of his fidelity. Her experience represents God’s 
will for each of us: not our condemnation but our salvation through Jesus. He is 
the grace that saves from sin and from death. On the ground, in the dust of which 
every human being is made (Genesis 2:7), he wrote God’s sentence: “I want not 
that you die but that you live”.  
 
God does not nail us to our sin, he does not identify us by the evil we have 
committed. We have a name, and God does not identify this name with the sin we 
have committed. He wants to free us, and wants that we too want it together with 
him. He wants us to be free to convert from evil to good, and this is possible — it is 
possible! —with his grace. 
 
The outlook that Jesus reveals about the woman and her accusers is the 
same vision of mercy that God has for each and every one of us. We are 
invited to adopt this outlook with those whose behaviour we might be 
tempted to judge. Taste the joy of mercy, compassion, 
forgiveness and reconciliation. They are the Good News for one and all!  

https://www.devp.org/en/blog/lenten-weekly-reflection-april-7-fifth-sunday-lent   
 
May the Virgin Mary help us to entrust ourselves completely to God’s mercy  

(Pope Francis – Angelus - 13 March 2016).  
 


