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he	 aftermath	 of	 adultery	 is	
something	 we	 expect	 to	 find	 in	 a	

risqué	romance	novel,	but	it	is	a	scene	we	
find	in	Sacred	Scripture	today.	

	
The	 Scribes	 and	 Pharisees	 thrust	

the	young	woman	in	front	of	Jesus,	saying,	
"Teacher,	 this	 woman	 was	 caught	 in	 the	
very	 act	 of	 adultery.	 The	 law	 of	 Moses	
commanded	 us	 to	 stone	 such	 people.	
What	do	you	say?"		

	
The	 trap	 is	 set.	The	girl	 is	wrong,	

but	 she	 is	pitiable.	 Justice	 and	mercy	 are	
set	in	conflict	with	each	other.		
	

Under	 Mosaic	 Law,	 both	 she	 and	
her	lover	should	die.	Jesus	said	he	came	to	
fulfill	the	law.1	So,	will	he	stand	firm	with	
the	 law	of	 the	 Jews	or	will	he	be	swayed	
by	 his	 compassion	 to	 side	 with	 Roman	
law	–	with	 the	pagans	who	did	not	allow	
Jews	 to	 inflict	 a	 death	 penalty?	 Will	 his	
justice	be	unmerciful,	or	will	his	mercy	be	
unjust?		
	

Jesus	doesn’t	stand	up	against	her.	
Instead,	he	bends	low,	and	begins	writing	
in	 the	 dust.	 It's	 his	 posture	 that	 is	
important	here,	not	what	he	writes.	While	
all	other	eyes	are	gawking	at	the	girl	and	
being	deliciously	scandalized,	Jesus	shows	
her	respect	by	turning	his	eyes	away	and	
humbling	 himself.	 Thinking	 they	 have	
trapped	 him	 into	 condoning	 sin,	 the	
Scribes	and	Pharisees	push	for	an	answer.	
So,	 Jesus	 stands	 up,	 not	 to	 confront	 the	
girl	 but	 to	 confront	 the	 crowd.	 "Let	 the	
one	without	sin	throw	the	first	stone."		
	

The	Greek	word	 for	 “without	sin”	
means	complete	innocence	not	only	from	
sinful	 deeds,	 but	 also	 from	 sinful	 desires	
or	 intentions.	 Jesus	 turns	 the	 trap	 upon	

them,	 forcing	 them	 to	 choose	 between	
justice	and	mercy.		

	
A	 profound	 silence	 falls	 upon	 the	

crowd	as	each	one	is	self-convicted	by	the	
inner	 judgment	 of	 conscience.	 Everyone	
has	 sinned.	 The	 great	 German	 dramatist,	
Goethe,	author	of	Faust,	writes,	"One	need	
only	grow	old	to	become	gentler	 in	one's	
judgments.	 I	 see	 no	 fault	 committed	
which	 I	 could	 not	 have	 committed	
myself."	
	

Beginning	with	 the	eldest,	one	by	
one,	rocks	drop	from	their	hands	and	fall	
to	the	ground.	Of	all	the	sinners	who	were	
present,	 only	 the	 girl	 remains	 standing	
there	 in	 the	 encounter	 with	 Jesus.	 Only	
she	hears	those	forgiving	words	restoring	
her	 to	 the	 embrace	 of	 divine	 friendship	
with	 God	 and	 challenging	 her	 to	 a	 new	
way	 of	 life.	 She	 entered	 the	 encounter	
with	 Jesus	 by	 force,	 sinful	 and	 naked,	
facing	 a	 brutal	 end.	 She	 leaves	 it	 in	
freedom,	 forgiven	 and	 clothed	 with	 the	
righteousness	of	Jesus.		
	

She	 experienced	 a	 sacrament	 of	
reconciliation,	an	encounter	with	the	love	
and	mercy	of	 Jesus.	This	sacrament	is	his	
gift	 to	 us.	 It	 is	 not	 so	 much	 our	 way	 of	
saying	 we're	 sorry,	 as	 it	 is	 his	 way	 of	
wanting	 us	 to	 hear	 his	 forgiving	 words,	
and	 to	 challenge	 us	 to	 a	 better	 life.	 In	
coming	to	the	sacrament	of	reconciliation	
we	 are	 like	 the	 adulteress	 girl	
encountering	Jesus,	with	all	our	sinfulness	
uncovered.	 She	 was	 a	 sinner	 among	
sinners,	 but	 only	 she	 heard	 Jesus	 say,	
"Neither	do	I	condemn	you,	go	and	do	not	
sin	again."	What	a	great	gift	we	receive	in	
the	sacrament	of	reconciliation!	X	
                                                
1 Matthew. 5:17 
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