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1 And Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. 2 Early in the morning he returned to the temple. All the people gathered around him, and he sat down and taught them. 3 The legal experts and Pharisees brought a woman caught in adultery. Placing her in the center of the group, 4 they said to Jesus, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of committing adultery. 5 In the Law, Moses commanded us to stone women like this. What do you say?” 6 They said this to test him, because they wanted a reason to bring an accusation against him. Jesus bent down and wrote on the ground with his finger.

7 They continued to question him, so he stood up and replied, “Whoever hasn’t sinned should throw the first stone.” 8 Bending down again, he wrote on the ground. 9 Those who heard him went away, one by one, beginning with the elders. Finally, only Jesus and the woman were left in the middle of the crowd.

10 Jesus stood up and said to her, “Woman, where are they? Is there no one to condemn you?”

11 She said, “No one, sir.”

Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you. Go, and from now on, don’t sin anymore.


We just got back from 5 days in Cozumel.  For me there is nothing like the beach to rejuvenate my soul and remind me that I am a new creation in Christ.  2 Corinthians 5:17 has been a favorite verse of mine for a long time, “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!”  As I walked with the sand between my toes and marveled at the water I kept giving thanks for the gift of God’s creation.  

            For me being around water is a reminder that I can begin again.  Water, whether it is in the ocean, in a pool, or even in the shower, reminds me of baptism.  Water reminds me of the life giving waters that tell me who I am.  In our world we receive our identity from others, from the expectations of friends and colleagues, from the labels society puts upon us, and from the influence of family.  When we become a Christian we receive a new identity.  We put on Christ and it is Christ who now claims and instructs us. 

            When we are baptized we celebrate becoming that new person.  We put off the old and pledge our loyalty to Christ.  We Methodists say that because baptism is a sacrament of God’s grace and a covenant that God has initiated, it does not need to be repeated. However, God’s continuing and patient forgiveness, God’s prevenient grace, will prompt us to renew the commitment first made at our baptism. Instead of rebaptism the United Methodist Church offers the ritual for the reaffirmation of baptismal vows, which implies that, while God remains faithful to God’s half of the covenant, we are not always faithful to our promises. Our half of the covenant is to confess Christ as our Savior, trust in Christ’s grace, serve Christ as Lord in the church, and carry out Christ’s mission against evil, injustice, and oppression.  
            For the next few weeks as we prepare for school to begin again, we will be talking about fresh starts.  God gives us all the chance to begin again. No matter who we are, or what we’ve done, it’s never too late to receive God’s forgiveness and start over. 
            Has anyone been to the Perot Science Museum and seen the Recycle Reef on the first floor?  It is an interactive exhibit where you take recyclables, and create something to put on the reef.  It has been so cool to walk through and be amazed at the things that people created.  The last time we went, there were three crosses that people had made that you walked under as you walked into the Recycle Reef.  As I walked under the crosses I thought, my kids made a turtle and a fish, but whatever.  But when I later thought about the recycle reef and those crosses, I thought about how God is the Great Recycler.  God takes our trash and makes something beautiful.  
            Mistakes and past sins are often the catalysts to a new way of life.  It is our sins and mistakes that help propel us to change.  Think of the repentant criminal on the cross beside Jesus who was promised paradise.  “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  Or King David whose sins were great, but his legacy of repentance and faithfulness remains.  Psalm 103 in the Message translation says, “God forgives your sins—every one.  God makes everything come out right; he puts victims back on their feet.  God is sheer mercy and grace; not easily angered, he’s rich in love.  God doesn’t treat us as our sins deserve.  God knows us inside and out, keeps in mind that we’re made of mud.”
            There is the woman caught in adultery who we read about earlier.  The legal experts and Pharisees placed her in the center of the group of people and asked Jesus if she should be stoned as the law dictated.  They were ready to give up on her and execute her death sentence.  To them, she offended God and community through her actions, and their response was to end her life. While we might not be able to identify with condemning someone to death, we sometimes do that in community by emotionally distancing ourselves from a person or negating their desires.  These actions can signify death as they put a stop to dreams and limit a person’s potential.  
            Alcoholics Anonymous is a group of men and women who share their experience, strength and hope with each other that they might solve their common problem and help others to recover from alcoholism.  AA is founded on Christian principles and its success has spawned various other 12 step programs such as Narcotics Anonymous.  Narcotics Anonymous meets here at Greenland Hills every single day, and twice on Saturdays!  If you were to attend an NA meeting at Greenland Hills tomorrow, you could well end up sitting between a person who is on the Dallas city council and someone who has just been released from prison; or between a person who is a household name and someone who has spent the last few years living under a bridge.  You would meet people who are very different from each other, yet have all been outcasts in their own individual ways.   That is one of AA and NA’s strengths.  Instead of looking for differences, members look for similarities and avoid judging each other. Nowhere is this more miraculous than in strife-torn countries where people who would otherwise have been enemies have found common ground in AA. 
            I recently read about a Muslim alcoholic who attended his first AA meeting in Israel. The other members of the group were all Jewish. There was no animosity between them. The Jewish alcoholics welcomed him with open arms, found him an Arabic copy of the AA Big Book and helped him take his first steps towards sobriety. For all of them, AA was a haven away from suicide bombings and counter strikes and a place where they could accept each other for who and what they were. In AA there are no barriers of gender, class or race, and the unity in diversity that results helps members to achieve their primary purpose of staying sober and helping other alcoholics to achieve sobriety.
            “Whoever hasn’t sinned should throw the first stone.  Woman, is there no one to condemn you?  Neither do I condemn you, go and from now on, don’t sin anymore.”  By Jesus’ words and actions the woman was given a sentence to live fully rather than die.  Jesus could see this woman, not just for who she had been, but also who she could be. He reminded others of who they were as well, thus creating an empathetic bond between them and the woman. They were all in the same boat, so to speak, and thus could not condemn one another. As Jesus sent the woman back into community, he turned a new page in her life – giving her the chance to “go and sin no more.”  Live fully.  Begin again.  Today is the day of new beginnings.  A fresh start.  Psalm 145:14 in the Message says, “God gives a hand to those down on their luck, gives a fresh start to those ready to quit.”
            Here in our community we are getting ready to send children back to school, dealing with the joy and anxiety of possibilities and, perhaps, financial burdens.  Children are thinking about school – wondering who their teachers will be, if they’ll have friends in the same classes and if they will fit in. The stones ready to be thrown are those that defy great expectation and hope for one another. It’s easy to join others in stone-throwing. It takes courage and hope in Christ to help someone see the potential God has placed within. We need Christ-like eyes to see the fullness of who a person is called to be.

            God works in new situations to bring new results. No matter who we are – whether a child starting kindergarten, or an older adult embarking on an unfamiliar journey, new adventures await. Change can bring fear and anxiety, but if we hold one another in active support we can overcome destructive emotions and dreams can be realized.

            Hebrews 10:24 shares, “Let’s also think about how to motivate each other to show love and to do good works. Don’t stop meeting together with other believers, which some people have gotten into the habit of doing. Instead, encourage each other, ...”  May we all encourage one another to show love and to do good works.


