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March 13, 2016 
Fifth Sunday of Lent 

At a meeting this week one of the participants was wondering out loud why many people of the youngest adult 
generations no longer are regular church members, and she shared the opinion that such people have a very low 
tolerance for hypocrites and phony representations of virtue or holiness.  In response to that remark another 
person said that whenever the pastor of her parish hears a comment like that his response is, “Well thankfully 
we always have room for one more.”  The paradox is that the only true hypocrites among us are the ones who 
claim to be exempt from that condition.  Of course, a lot depends upon what that word means. 

If it means a person or community that professes to love mercy and charity but doesn’t always behave that way, 
then sign me up because I’d call that a simple confession of honesty.  But if it means to describe those who can 
no longer see the disconnect between what they profess to love and how they actually live their lives, then I’d 
be inclined to pity such people for their blindness to reality.  I think it was W. C. Fields who once said that he’d 
never want to belong to a group that would be willing to accept someone like him into it.  And I know for sure 
that it was our late Archbishop John Roach who once said in a homily that being a priest would be absolutely 
delightful if it weren’t for all those people. 

In fact, it all boils down to a basic question of why we’re here as a part of this parish, this church, this religion 
called Christianity.  And maybe that’s a question that seems so basic that we rarely even think about it.  And 
there are really a whole lot of possible ways to answer that question.  We could, e.g., say that we’re here 
because we’re good enough and have earned the right to be.  Or we could say that even if we’re not always 
good enough, at least the fences around the group are high enough to keep out the riff raff, and most of us are 
mostly good enough, and we like to be among them.  Or we could say that none of us is good enough, and we 
are resigned to being a club for failures. 

But there is another way to answer that question.  It’s to say that none of us is good enough, but that every one 
of us can be better than we now are, and our mission is to help each other to recognize when and where we 
need to be called out for sins and shortcomings so that, together, we may grow.   

The challenge with that is that it can threaten us to be exposed to the charge of hypocrisy.  Who am I to 
challenge you to turn away from sin, and who do you think you are when you’d presume to challenge me?  
That’s the tension in which honest Christians choose to live, and Lent is the season that intensifies that tension.  
Some who cannot abide the appearance of hypocrisy choose to walk away from that place of challenge, but they 
pay a high price for doing so—the price of willful blindness to the truth about who and what we are.   

The gospels tell us that Jesus himself used the accusation of “hypocrisy” against many of his opponents—he 
actually spoke about it fairly often.  But in using that word he was not calling people out for being sinful.  
Instead, he was naming their practice of pretending to be something other than sinful, and therefore of placing 
burdens upon other people that they could never bear themselves.  Today’s gospel is a perfect example of that.  
This woman caught in the act of adultery was not unique in her sin.  She was merely unique in getting found out 
in public.  The story does not tell us exactly what were the sins that all the rest of that hostile crowd liked to 
indulge, but what do you suppose are the odds that more than a few of them involved adultery?  My opinion, 
based on ministerial experience, is that they were pretty high.  Unless human nature has changed in the  
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intervening years.  As Jesus demonstrated to the accused woman, even a serious sin can always be forgiven, and 
with God’s grace can always be moved away from.  When he told her not to engage in this sin any more he 
clearly believed that such a conversion was possible.  But where is the hope for people who are so blind to their 
own failures that their only response to others like them when they are discovered is to throw them out—or 
worse?  Jesus must have recognized that some sins are even more treacherous than adultery:  Like, hypocrisy.  
And the opposite of hypocrisy is not purity or perfection.  The opposite of hypocrisy is honesty and wisdom.   

And we should also quickly add, it is also repentance—because that is where honesty and wisdom lead us.  If 
others—of whatever age—should wish to turn away from the church because they can’t stand hypocrisy, then 
we should be open to that critique and take it seriously.  Because the only alternative to that is not to take it 
seriously or to deny our real situation.  We are sinners who strive—with the help of grace—to be good, and we 
often fail.  The Christian response to that is not despair, but resolve, and confession, and the welcoming of 
forgiveness.  And we never, ever get to the point—in this world—when that is a completed project.  Because 
that really would be the height of hypocrisy.  And we can either choose to call ourselves hypocrites for that, or 
we can find our ongoing mission in that, to reach out in mercy to others—like that adulterous woman and like 
every other serious sinner we can remember in our own lives, people like us.   

John’s gospel today tells us that they put that woman right in the middle of their circle, apparently in order to 
better accuse her and to ensure that she was punished for her sin.  But there are other kinds of circles that are 
meant to protect people who might otherwise suffer—like we say in the Old West when people “circle the 
wagons.”  The one in the middle was meant to be preserved and kept safe, not the one to be killed.   

So what are the boundaries around our church intended to do, exactly?  To keep the undesirables out?  To 
shelter the allegedly virtuous?  Or is it to protect the vulnerable?  The ones who are obviously not good enough 
at hiding their weaknesses and sins and failures?  How we answer that question determines everything about 
why we are here, and whether we are hypocrites or disciples. 


