FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT [C]

The Gospel is from St. John, the story of the woman taken in adultery.   This is generally believed to be an addition to the Gospel text, finding its way into manuscripts in the 3rd. century.   Be that as it may, how much we have gained from its inclusion.

The First Reading, as throughout Lent, is a stage of God’s encounter with his people in the Old Testament.   Here it is the aftermath of the exile of the people of Jerusalem in Babylon (586-515BC).   King Cyrus of Persia defeated the Babylonians and allowed the Jews to return home.   The reading comes from the second part of the prophecy of Isaiah (the first part, prior to chapter 40, deals with the northern kingdom of Israel).

One of the favourite prophetic images to describe the return from Babylon is the Exodus.   In the original Exodus from Egypt, God smoothed out the way, allowed the people to pass dry-shod through the Red Sea, and swallowed up the pursuing Egyptians in the returning waters.   Here the prophet sees God doing the same thing, or rather something even greater, something they could not have hoped for.   Just as in the Exodus God gave food and water to the people in the wilderness, so in the Return to Jerusalem he will provide consolation on the journey.   But, like the Israelites of old, will the people complain – or will they be grateful?

In the Gospel of the adulterous woman, Jesus breaks through all the restrictions of stone-throwing, vindictiveness and cramping revenge, and by asking everybody to look at their own state of life, encourages a spirit of reconciliation.   This liberation by Jesus is what Paul reflects on in the Second Reading today.   It is open to those who have faith;  it does not depend on plodding one’s way through the Law (a favourite theme of Paul’s).   The believer has an opportunity to “know” Christ, not simply as an intellectual idea, but as a life to be followed and identified with.   Paul is willing to share the sufferings, and the death, of Christ, so as to share in his resurrection.   This is Paul’s equivalent to Jesus’ statement about taking up one’s cross daily and following him.

This passage is rich in images:  it begins with images of commerce (Paul loses everything in order to ‘profit’ by Christ) and ends with images of athletics.    Paul is a runner in the race of life;  if he keeps running, with his eyes on the goal, he will win, and the judge will summon him ‘up’ to the podium at the end of the race to receive the prize – eternal life.
