5th Sunday in Lent (C)




04/03/2022

The prophet Isaiah urges the Jewish people living in exile to stop living in the past!  He says that their insistence upon living in the past prevents them from receiving something new from God.  They are living in a closed system, rejecting anything new.  Such inbreeding leads to extinction.


Monuments are helpful reminders of events and people who have lived in the past.  They can evoke emotions and memories.  Seeing them can bring us to relive past events.  Some who encounter monuments experience sadness, nostalgia, anger, and sometimes, joy.  Every monument draws us back in time.

When religion becomes a monument, there is no room to move forward.  There is only a need to protect.  Our primary way to protect is by separation by distinction.  We enforce separation by remembering and reliving how life used to be.  Unfortunately, our memories – when separation by distinction is our goal – are faulty, and we tend to interpret what we remember in a way with which we are comfortable.

A friend recently mentioned that monks in a monastery wanted to return to the old way to sing the psalms and at Mass.  The abbot agreed to their insistence with the understanding that everything in their way of life would return to the way choir and Mass used to be.  Within a week, most of the monks petitioned the abbot to rescind their request.  Their diet, their times of silence, and their lack of heat in the buildings (to name a few) were not to their liking.  Nostalgia omits that which we do not like.

More importantly, when religion becomes a monument, forgiveness cannot happen.  Forgiveness requires an open system, and living as a monument is a closed system.  Forgiveness needs us to be open to something new happening, and a monument naturally defends what is already established.  We have an example in today’s Gospel story from John.
Some Jewish leaders want Jesus to agree with them.  They want him to condemn the woman based on established laws.  Their system is closed and stale, and Jesus warns them that by not being open to new possibilities they are condemning themselves.  They are, he says, stagnant.  If they – who are also sinners – want to receive forgiveness, they must be open to forgive.  Condemnation given, he says, is condemnation received.

When religion is a monument, however, we can trick ourselves into thinking that we can dominate and condemn others because our fossilized and interpreted laws justify us.  We are safe and certain, but we are not open to God doing something new.  Such inbreeding ends in death and extinction.
Love is always changing and ever evolving.  Love is a system open to ever-new possibilities. The more we choose safety and thereby resist change and evolution, restricting possibilities, the less we are open to love.  Then, we worship a monument instead of a living God who is always evolving into new possibilities.
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