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Homily 5th Sunday in Lent 2013 

Luke 7:36-50 (2
nd

 Gospel Reading) /John 8: 1-11 

Today in the Roman and Byzantine Liturgies, as we celebrate the last Sunday in Lent, 

we hear either the story about a sinful woman who was caught in adultery and brought 

to Jesus by the scribes and Pharisees for judgment, or we hear the story about a sinful 

woman who washed Jesus’ feet with her tears and oil and dried them with her hair.  In 

both cases, as we enter the last week of Lent, we are invited to watch how Jesus deals 

with failed, sinful, broken humanity so that we can learn what the image of God looks 

like embodied in Jesus of Nazareth and what it means, then, for us to copy that image 

in our own lives.  Both of these stories are among the most moving narratives in all the 

gospels, but the danger is that we overanalyze them rather than simply letting the 

stories to do their work in us, drawing us into the larger story of what Jesus is like, and 

so what God is like, and what we, then, are called to be like.  

[Roman] Many ancient manuscripts of John’s gospel don’t contain this story of the 

woman caught in adultery and other manuscripts place the story elsewhere in John’s 

gospel or even in Luke’s gospel, but its positioning in the 8th chapter as we now have it, 

is an important clue for understanding the conflict between Jesus and the religious 

establishment that would eventually lead Jesus to his last week in Jerusalem and to his 

execution at the hands of the religious and political powers. 

Chapter 8 in John’s gospel, where this story of the woman caught in adultery is now 

placed, is one of the darkest texts in the entire New Testament. It contains some of the 

harshest things Jesus is recorded as saying.  He accuses the religious leaders of 
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willfully misunderstanding him, of failing to grasp what he is saying, of dying in their 

sins, and of having the devil as their father.  It’s as though Jesus has come face to face 

with the real problem at the heart of the resistance to him and his teachings. 

Something has caught Jesus’ attention and has made him realize just how steeped in 

their own patterns of thinking the religious leaders have become and how devastatingly 

unlike these patterns are to God’s own patterns of thinking.  What Jesus does and what 

he says and doesn’t say in the story of the woman caught in adultery produces a radical 

unsettling of the religious sense of what God is like and what God wants and how God 

acts towards us when we fail, when we break the Law which is intended or our good, 

and when our sins are brought out in the open.   

Jesus, in other words, unsettled the judgment of the religious leaders who had hauled 

this poor woman in front of Jesus for his judgment.  But, rather than judging her, Jesus,  

in the way he handled the situation, ends up judging the religious leaders, and they 

really don’t like that.  The eighth chapter of John’s gospel begins with Jesus’ religious 

opponents wanting to stone the woman and it ends with them picking up stones to stone 

Jesus.  The unsettling of one’s judgments about things, especially about things 

concerning God, morality and religious truth, can be a hard pill to swallow, and often we 

will do everything we can to avoid being unsettled. 

The story of the woman caught in adultery turns on the trap that the scribes and 

Pharisees have set for Jesus.  They think that they have an open and shut case.  The 

woman, after all, was caught in the very act of adultery, and according to Leviticus 

(20:10) if a man, whether married or single, has sexual relations with a woman who is 
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either betrothed or married to someone else, both the adulterer and the adulteress are 

guilty and are to be put to death. You wonder, of course, what has happened to the 

woman’s partner in crime, because he is nowhere on the scene.    

The scribes and pharisees brought the woman to Jesus in order to “test” him, John tells 

us, to somehow get him to make a false step, so that ”they might have a charge to bring 

against him”.  They probably were anticipating that Jesus would tell the woman that her 

sins are forgiven because they were well aware of Jesus’ reputation for mercy and 

compassion.  So, if he absolved the woman caught in flagrant adultery, they could then 

say that that he had transgressed the precepts of Moses which required punishment by 

stoning.  If, on the other hand, Jesus actually condemned the woman, they could then 

say that he was inconsistent with his message of mercy towards sinners.  So, they think 

they have caught Jesus one way or the other.  The woman is only a pawn in their game.  

They are not really concerned about either her or the moral failings.  They are just using 

her to get at Jesus. 

“Teacher,” they say, “this woman has been caught in the act of adultery. The Law of 

Moses commanded us to stone such a person.  What do you say about her?”  But 

Jesus sidesteps their challenge.  He doesn’t answer them.  Rather, he bends down and 

doodles in the sand, writing what we have no idea.  So, the religious leaders probably 

think that they have gotten the better of him.  They undoubtedly considered his silence 

as a concession that he was stumped, so they press the issue further.  But then he 

straightens up, faces them, and says, “o.k., anyone of you who is without sin, you, throw 

the first stone at her”.  He has sidestepped the trap and has now turned the tables.  He 
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has put them on the spot.  That, of course, was a bit risky- suppose that just one of the 

religious leaders had had the arrogance to go ahead and throw the first stone.   

But all of them are at least honest enough to know that they can’t claim to be sinless.  

Jesus didn’t say that the Law of Moses was wrong.  He only said that if we’re going to 

get serious about the Law, we should all find ourselves guilty.  One by one, beginning 

with the elders, they get the point and quietly melt away.  What they thought would have 

been an easy check-mate against Jesus turns out differently; he has countered their 

move, and they have to regroup before they can have another go at him.  But the 

religious leaders haven’t learned anything.  There is no indication that their thinking has 

somehow been changed by this encounter.  They have not stopped accusing the 

woman; they have only stopped trying to get a judgment from Jesus.  They haven’t 

“repented”.  “Repentance” means to go beyond the mind that you have, and that doesn’t 

seem to have happened to the religious leaders. 

Jesus, then turns to the woman after they are all gone and says: “Woman, where are 

they? Has no one condemned you?” She replied, “No one, sir.” Then Jesus said, 

“Neither do I condemn you. Go, and from now on do not sin any more.”  Jesus has 

rescued her from being a pawn in a horrible religious game, and he has also rescued 

her from a very ugly and what seemed like an imminent death. His last words to the 

woman, “go and from now on, don’t sin any more”, are very important- if she has been 

rescued, if she is not condemned, then she needs to live differently from now on.  Being 

forgiven doesn’t mean that sin doesn’t matter.  On the contrary, forgiveness means that 

sin does matter- but that God is choosing to set it aside so that we can begin anew. 
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In this story, as the rest of the 8th chapter of John makes clear, the sin that matters even 

more than adultery is the deep-rooted sin which uses God’s law as means for making 

oneself out to be righteous- that was the pattern of thinking that Jesus saw as the 

fundamental flaw of the scribes and the Pharisees, of which they didn’t repent- they 

didn’t go beyond the mind they had- and which then angered Jesus so much. On the 

basis of the Law, the Scribes and Pharisees were ready to point out the failings of 

others without, however, allowing that same Law to shine the light of God’s judgment 

into the dark places of their own hearts and lives.   

When we in the Church wag the finger at others- for example, at the wicked, evil, self-

centered secular world out there- without recognizing those very same failings in 

ourselves, then we fall into the very pattern of thinking of the scribes and Pharisees.  It 

is only when I begin to realize that the woman caught in adultery is me, do I begin to 

understand how the unsettling action of the One who knelt down and doodled in the 

sand is my life and my salvation. 

 

[Byzantine] The gospel story we heard today presents us with a woman in 

the scriptures not unlike the later Mary of Egypt whom we remember 

today.  Both of these women had rather dubious sexual histories, and yet 

find, in their own ways, acceptance by Jesus.  The woman in the gospel, 

who is never named, is the recipient of our Lord’s forgiveness, and she 

undoubtedly represents all those “sinners” throughout the gospels and 
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throughout later history who have been strangely attracted to Jesus, and 

whom Jesus welcomes with an unexpected hospitality. The host in the story, 

Simon the Pharisee, on the other hand, must certainly represents those who 

find it hard to think of “sinners” as having a place with Jesus and within 

the Christian community, those who think of Jesus and the Church as being 

for the “good” people, the “holy” people”, those who have their stuff 

together. 

We’re reading this gospel today in order to get us ready for Holy Week.  

There is only one more week of Lent left and then we will begin that 

journey up to Jerusalem to Jesus’ passion and cross.  The story of a woman 

washing Jesus’ feet with her tears and with oil appears in all four gospels, 

although with different details.  We heard the account from Luke’s gospel.  

The other three gospel narratives bring out more explicitly both Judas’ 

concern that the woman has wasted good money on this perfume poured on 

Jesus’ feet- money that could have been given to feed the poor-  and Jesus’ 

response that what she has done is a preparation for his burial.  So, by 

means of this story we are being told to get ready for what is about to 

happen next week.   

The primary contrast that we are being asked to reflect on in Luke’s 

account is the contrast between the “sinful woman” and Simon, the host of 
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the party.   The difference, the fundamental difference, between the two of 

them, I would suggest, is about the refusal to grow.  Simon is stuck- stuck 

like we so often get stuck-  He knows his place in the scheme of things.  He 

knows how to act, he knows how to behave appropriately.   

He even invites Jesus into his house to dinner.  That’s the first startling 

thing about the story-  a Pharisee invites this rather odd and upsetting 

rabbi to his home to eat.  Why did he do that?  Maybe out of curiosity?  

Maybe because he wants to see just whose “side” Jesus is on?  And why did 

Jesus accept such an invitation? Pharisees by and large have not been his 

friends although in many ways, Jesus is more like the Pharisees than like 

any other religious party of his time.  What  did Jesus expect to happen?  

Was he looking for another scrap with the religious elite?  Or was this yet 

another example that nobody, not even the religious self-righteous, are 

entirely outside the reach of His embrace? 

Whatever the motivation of both Simon and Jesus, when Simon gets Jesus 

into his own space, in his own place, he reverts to his default, like we all 

tend to do.  He can’t move towards Him.  It almost seems that he is afraid 

of Him in some way. He can’t honor Him by seeing that his feet get washed 

by one of his servants.  He can’t even give Jesus a kiss. That would be too 

much, too dangerous, too intimate, too much like a commitment of some 
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kind.  Simon is stuck in his religious system.  He refuses to move any 

further, to grow beyond where he is, beyond  the familiar rules and 

conventions and ways of operating that he knows so well, because growth 

would mean turning things upside down, undoing everything that he knows.  

It would mean changing.   He can’t “repent”- and remember, “repentance” 

means to go beyond the mind you already have.  Simon seems unable to do 

this. 

Really welcoming Jesus into his life, and not just into his house, would be 

like stepping into luminal space, the space between two rooms, between two 

different realities.  And that, it seems, is what Jesus is looking for by coming 

into Simon’s house, because if Simon can step outside the familiar and move 

towards Him, even this Pharisee could be entering a space where 

transformation can begin to occur.  But when push comes to shove, this is 

exactly what Simon is unable to do.  And so he remains locked in. 

Then, this woman, this “sinful” woman, this woman with a history and a 

reputation, begins to act up.  How she got in is a pretty interesting question 

to begin with.   She certainly wasn’t an invited guest.   Part of the answer 

to that question might be found in the customs and culture of the time.  In 

the mid- East, festival meals were almost public events in some ways.  There 

would be seats all around the walls of the festal chamber where the banquet 
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was taking place, and uninvited people could wander in and out almost 

unchallenged.  They could find a place to sit or stand near the walls, listen 

to the conversation of the dinner guests, and even speak to the host and to 

the invited guests who were at table.  This matches up with the gospel 

account when it says that the woman stood behind Jesus weeping as Jesus 

was at table with the other guests. 

And so this woman, who has obviously heard about Jesus and His teaching 

and His ministry finds out that He is invited to a shin-dig at Simon’s house, 

and makes the point of being there before Jesus arrives.    This is clear from 

what Jesus says to Simon: “You gave Me no kiss, but this woman has not 

ceased to kiss My feet since the time I came in.”   She was there already 

waiting for Him- waiting for Him to come so that she could anoint His feet 

with her perfume.  And you have to remember that if she was indeed a 

woman of “ill repute”, perfume was part of her stock-in-trade, used to 

sweeten things up, both herself and her bed.  But now she uses the perfume 

for another purpose- to anoint the feet of this Rabbi. 

An unexpected problem then probably emerged.  She might well have 

expected that a servant would do the customary washing of the feet of the 

invited guests, but this doesn’t happen to Jesus.  She sees that nobody is 

washing Jesus’ feet.  And so she has to decide what to do next.  She can’t 
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just anoint his dirty feet; they need to be washed first.  She has brought the 

perfume, but she has no water, no basin, no towel. 

And then the drama begins.  She engages in her histrionics- a kind of 

theatrical performance- weeping, dripping her tears on Jesus’ feet, wiping 

his feet with her hair and kissing them.  What a performance!  Simon’s head 

must have been exploding!  If he was already having doubts about having  

invited Jesus to dinner, the arrival of this tart, this trollop, this strumpet, 

this floozy, weeping and wailing and creating such a scene around Jesus 

must have clenched it for him- this party was not a good idea!   

As I have already suggested,  part of Simon’s motivation  in inviting Jesus to 

this party was undoubtedly to “check Him out”. Was this man really a 

prophet? Was His message to be believed? And how did His message 

compare with that of the Pharisees? Was He a threat, or an ally? Just who 

did Jesus claim to be and what was to be done about Him? Should He be 

resisted, opposed, put to death, or simply ignored? Could He be recruited to 

Simon’s  side?  

It’s the incident with this woman, then, that gives Simon a clear answer to 

these questions. Like his fellow Pharisees-and remember that the word 

Pharisee means “separate”-, Simon assumed that holiness was primarily a 

matter of separation. Holiness was achieved by keeping oneself separate 



11  

 

from sin and from sinners.  Pharisees looked at sin something like the way 

we often look at AIDS. It has no cure, and thus the best course of action is 

to avoid any and all contact. This meant that Jesus would have to shun this 

sinful woman in order to show Himself to be holy in the eyes of Simon and 

his Pharisee friends.  Given Jesus’ acceptance of the woman’s attentions, 

Simon concluded that Jesus couldn’t be a real prophet because He couldn’t 

interpret rightly this woman’s character. And anyway, whether or not He 

could read her sinfulness, Jesus was now physically contaminated by her, 

and so could not be holy. 

Jesus can see what Simon is thinking and so tells His story about a creditor 

and two debtors to expose the error of Pharisaical thinking, and to explain 

why the “Holy One of Israel” can indeed draw near to sinners, even to the 

point of touching them and being touched by them- because his holiness is 

contagious. 

The woman, and not Simon, then, is the one who represents us, or at least 

“us, as Jesus would have us be”.  She is the one who takes the next step, 

who shifts out of where she was, takes the risk, and comes to Jesus, not 

knowing exactly how he’ll react, or maybe just as importantly, how 

everybody else around them will react.  The greatest price that she paid was 

perhaps facing the scorn and rejection of the self-righteous Pharisees and 
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other dinner guests at that meal. Jesus did not give her a “dirty look,” but 

the others undoubtedly did. Simon’s disdain must  have been evident in his 

eyes, and so too for the other guests. “What in the world are you doing 

here?” must have been etched on the faces of the guests. It could hardly be 

otherwise for a Pharisee, whose holiness was primarily a matter of physical 

separation from sin and from “sinners.” The woman’s desire to see and to 

adore Jesus was greater than her fear of these guests. Their scorn was a 

high price to pay, but to the woman it was worth it.   

And what enabled her to move, to take this next step in her life?  That’s a 

hard question to answer.  But Jesus does gives us a pretty big clue, which is 

at the heart of this story- “I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven, 

because she has shown great love”.  And in saying this, Jesus is speaking to 

Simon the Pharisee and to us. He is answering the question, “Why does 

Jesus seek out and associate with sinners?”  Why does He eat with sinners 

and those on the impure margins?  The Lord’s answer is found in His 

response: “Simon, I seek out sinners and associate with them because they 

love me more than ‘saints’ like you do.”  It’s not that Simon didn’t’ love- he 

certainly loved the Law, the nation, holiness, purity, the religious system, 

but not Jesus.  And maybe that’s the fundamental difference between this 
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woman and Simon- the woman somehow came to love the rabbi, and 

Simon didn’t. 

And maybe that’s the real question that this story poses for us as we get 

ready for Holy Week- what do we really love?- religion, liturgy, purity, 

ideas about truth, our church identity?  Or do we love first and foremost 

the Christ, this Rabbi from Nazareth?  What do we love? 

 


