Ever drawn a line in the sand?  What did you mean by it?  Did you follow it up with, “I dare you to cross the line - I double-dog dare you to cross the line?” Or did you silently pray they would not cross the line because you didn’t want to follow through with whatever you said you would do IF they crossed the line?

The standard Gospel lesson for All Saints Sunday is the Beatitudes - Jesus preaching on the hillside to the masses and all the “blessed are the...” passages.  I went in search of a lesson we normally do not hear in the three year lectionary cycle - and I found several - but settled on this one because I believe it speaks to the true meaning of being a saint. 

Lutheran’s are odd in this category.  We do not have the multitude of saints the Roman Catholic church has with all their do’s and don'ts of how you become one.  Nor do we dismiss the reality that there are saints - past, present and future - who deserve more than just their name being remembered.  To call someone a saint is a blessing - it is to acknowledge as Hebrews 11 says, “the world was not worthy of them” and yet God sent them to us anyway because life would not have been complete without them.  They are light in a very dark world.

Guilt and shame are powerful motivators - until they are not.  Once upon a time, at least that is what we tell ourselves, we could make sure everyone did what they were supposed to just by saying, “do this or else” - and they knew if they didn’t - everyone would know and they would feel guilty and ashamed.  But if it ever worked - it is not working today.  People are proud of their sin - and they aren’t afraid to publicly post pictures and statements and ask for money to support them in their sin.  And if someone were to ask, “aren’t you ashamed?” - they would respond, “why should I be?”  And if we speak of God or His commandments or anything religious - they just shrug their shoulders and walk away or tell us that Jesus loves them even if...

And the church and families and government are responsible for this.  In our desire to be liked - to make peace - to value each person - we have forgotten how to apply the Law and Gospel properly.  If we only send text messages and e-mails with all capital letters - people learn to ignore us.  If we say we accept someone - they assume it means we also accept whatever they are doing or being.  The reason Jesus never said, “God hates the sin not the sinner” is because the sin and the sinner are deeply intertwined which is what leads us to today’s Gospel lesson.

A couple of notes about our lesson.  First, this passage is set apart because it’s not found in the earliest manuscripts.  That doesn’t mean it isn’t supposed to be in the Bible - it just means there are some questions.  There are some grammatical differences and a few other things - but John was writing his Gospel toward the end of his ministry and life - and without the ability to open up his computer and just insert a story he suddenly remembered - it’s possible it was a postscript - and those copying the Bible inserted into the timeline where it was noted instead of leaving it as a postscript.  

This story is so Jesus - even Martin Luther, who famously challenged parts of Scripture and even entire books like James, accepted it.

The story in a nutshell is Jesus has been preaching and teaching.  The Pharisees have been plotting against him.  They catch a woman caught in the act of adultery - and bring her to Jesus and ask, “Moses says we should stone her - what do You say?”  What would you say?

If you want to see the church at its worst - here it is.  The Pharisees bring this woman to Jesus in what they believe is a clear-cut case of sin - they cite Leviticus 20:10 which should make it a slam-dunk - and they wait for Jesus’ answer.  The Pharisees don’t care about the woman, about Moses, the law or justice - she is just a pawn to trap Jesus.  This moment points out the double standard of a culture that elevated men and demeaned women.  They don’t bring the man - just the woman.  
We don’t know anything about the woman.  Maybe she was married, maybe she was a prostitute, maybe she was victimized, maybe she was just a survivor.  With the exception of victimization - the law is clear - she sinned.  And Leviticus is clear about the punishment.  But when we turn a woman’s story into a stone to kill her with - we are missing the point of the Law, the church, the Scriptures and the Gospel.

If we want to make life about the Law - then we ignore excuses and explanations and the Law is enforced 100% - which of course means we are all dead because “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.”  This is especially clear when Jesus says, “if you looked at a woman lustfully, if you hated your brother, if you got divorced, if your hand cause you to sin, if your eye causes you to sin...” and we get the point.  Sin isn’t so easy to categorize when we realize sin can happen before we have a chance to recognize we’re about to sin and stop it.  We can even sin in our dreams.  And the moment we say, “but I can’t prevent that!” - we’re missing the point because then it makes the sins we could prevent that much worse and denies the power of the Gospel.

While a pastor or counselor would want to know all about this woman - helping to understand how she got where she was - the truth is, deep down, we already know.  The specifics don’t matter as much as the condition of the human heart and soul.  Why she did what she did was because she needed someone to see her - to notice her - to value her - to be loved.  She was trying to fill a hole in her life - real or perceived - and chasing this need may wind up costing her her life.

What she needed was not a stoning - but to hear the heavy, unvarnished truth of God's grace.  The story has the woman dragged before Jesus - her head hanging down - waiting for the first stone to fly.  Whether it’s in resignation of her fate or she feels guilty we don’t know.  She just stands there waiting for whatever will come next.  And maybe she knew about Jesus - that He was different - or maybe not.  The law is the law.  What could He do for her?

Ever been there?  Caught red handed.  You have excuses.  You have explanations.  But in the end you know you are guilty.  What thoughts went through your head?  What thoughts go through your head now when you remember it?  What did you expect?   

The church's only real power is to announce what this woman does not yet know: that if she accepts what she has done is wrong - God forgives her because being forgiven is what the human heart wants and needs more than anything else.  The law is a tool - something to bring you before God on your knees - not so He can shame you - but to show you your worth - to declare you a unique and unreproducible miracle - and to replace your guilt and shame with love and forgiveness.

The one thing that enraged the Pharisees about Jesus was He ignored the systems of civic and religious power that were set up to make sure people got what they deserved.  And I suppose if EVERYONE actually got what they deserved it would make more sense.  But there are always those who manage to get away with things - especially those in power.

Ever woke up in the middle of the night because you remembered a moment in your life - it was only one second where you were distracted, one moment where you were tempted, one whatever where you realized your whole life was hanging by a thread - and the thread held otherwise you would have lost everything that is important to you.  What kept that thread from breaking?  And if it had snapped - and everything came undone - and your whole life was taken away - then what?  Did you believe there was still the possibility of redemption?

People always want to know what Jesus was drawing in the sand - but we don’t know.  Whatever it was it was enough so that when He said, “let he who is within sin cast the first stone” they all dropped their rocks and went off to figure out another way to trap Him.
 
Jesus keeps doodling in the sand - the woman keeps standing there - and finally Jesus looks up and says, “wasn’t anyone left to condemn you?”  And the woman says, “none, sir.”  And it’s too bad we couldn’t listen to this exchange - I would have loved to have heard the intonations of the conversation.  Jesus says, “Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared. “Go now and leave your life of sin.”  And the story ends.

It’s a few verses later where Jesus says - not to this women but to the Pharisees, “then you shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free.”  My prayer has always been a few of those who dropped their stones did so because the truth made its way into their hearts.  The woman doesn’t reply to Jesus - there is no way of knowing whether she “left her life of sin” or went right back to whoever she was caught with.  We won’t know until we get to heaven.  And perhaps that is the real reason some aren’t thrilled that this story is in the Bible.  We want to believe that God didn’t make a mistake letting her go - that she went on to found an orphanage and took care of widows and spent every minute in church.  But that isn’t the reality of life - even for the saints.

There’s just nothing better than a freed sinner, but not for the reason you think.  We love a happy ending where the sinner is redeemed and sins no more.  But can we actually think of someone who had their “come to Jesus” meeting and then never sinned again?  Never was tempted again?  Never got distracted again?

Jumping ahead to Holy Week and specifically Good Friday, as Jesus is being whipped and beaten and spat upon and His flesh is stripped from His body - and some in the crowd make fun of Him.  He looks to the heavens and says, “Father, forgive them - they know not what they do.”  I hate to argue with Jesus - but I think the crowd knew exactly what they were doing that day - just like we know what we are doing when we tell God to stay out of our life - until we get caught - and suddenly we are so sorry - and we want God back in our life - and we’ll never do it again.

There were those who were offended when Jesus said, “forgive them, Father...”  But maybe there were a few, along with the Centurion, who said “truly this man was the Son of God.”  On that first Easter those who abandoned Him and denied Him and doubted Him found themselves standing face to face with Him - impossible as it was.  They remembered Jesus saying, “if you deny Me before the world I will deny you before My Father” - and just like that woman - they knew the law was the law - it was clear and so was their punishment.  They stood there - waiting for the stones to start flying from heaven - but they never did.  Instead Jesus held out His nail-scarred hands and said, “peace be with you.”

As one forgiven sinner to another - whatever you might be punishing yourself for or whatever you might be punishing someone else for - whatever excuses and explanations you keep repeating trying to convince yourself - whatever habit, mistake, character defect, misspoken word or squandered opportunity in the past that wakes you up at night. Whatever it is - the punishment ain’t going to work - it just makes you feel better because you are doing something - but you aren’t really doing anything except denying the grace and truth that will set you free.

Put the rock down and walk away.  No, it’s not fair.  Which is a good thing if you stop and think about it.  What it is, is grace.  The Nicene Creed says, “the Holy Spirit is the Lord, the giver of life."  Saints are those who know they have been set free.  Drawing from their experience as forgiven sinners - they let God send them out into the world to speak the truth and set other people free.  When a Saint dies there is usually a candlelight vigil - filled with crying and stories.  Most people extinguish their candles and go home sad.  But a few allow the candlelight to illuminate the darkness and they pick up where the last saint left off - another saint is born and the world is a better place.  God drew a line in the sand with the law - but He drew another line turning that line into a cross and He is begging you to cross over into His arms.  In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
