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Our lesson this morning comes to us from the Gospel of John 8:2-11. It’s the story of the woman 

caught in adultery who is brought before Jesus by the religious elite. 

 

Early in the morning he came again to the temple. All the people came to him and 

he sat down and began to teach them. The scribes and the Pharisees brought a 

woman who had been caught in adultery; and making her stand before all of 

them, they said to him, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the very act of 

committing adultery. Now in the law Moses commanded us to stone such women. 

Now what do you say?” They said this to test him, so that they might have some 

charge to bring against him. Jesus bent down and wrote with his finger on the 

ground. 

 

When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “Let 

anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” And 

once again he bent down and wrote on the ground. When they heard it, they went 

away, one by one, beginning with the elders; and Jesus was left alone with the 

woman standing before him. 

 

Jesus straightened up and said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one 

condemned you?” 

 

She said, “No one, sir.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you. Go your 

way, and from now on do not sin again.”1 

 

* * * * * 

 

When we’re meeting new people for the first time or even when we’re among friends or family 

with a diversity of opinions, there are two things that we are told that we should never mention.  

We were taught at a young age, “If you want to stay polite or to stay friendly, never talk religion 

or politics.” Just avoid the subjects. Right? 
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Many of you know that when I was growing up, it was my great-grandmother who had the 

biggest impact on my faith journey. Neither of my parents went to church regularly. When I 

became more involved in my home church, they came for big events like Christmas, Easter, my 

baptism, my confirmation, and my ordination. Growing up, however, they weren’t really the 

church-going types. 

 

One day, I asked my father, “Dad, why don’t you go to church?” He said, “Son, all they do is 

preach politics.” I didn’t really understand what he was saying way back then. It wasn’t 

necessarily my experience. Not too long ago, I called my dad and asked him what he meant by 

that. He told me that he was going to a Baptist church at the time and all they wanted to talk 

about was which politicians to support. He experienced judgement in the pew when his own 

understanding was different. He didn’t want to hear about politicians. He wanted to hear about 

faith and life.  

 

So what in the world is a preacher to do after a week like last week? Besides, there were plenty 

of politicians this past week talking about religion. Right? I mean we had Iowa caucus candidates 

slinging mud at one another following the breakdown of an app to tally results alongside the 

presidential impeachment votes and a subsequent acquittal. There was the State of the Union 

speech alongside the response of the Speaker of the House. In one encounter after another this 

past week, there were plenty of examples of the enemy-making machine that David Fitch 

mentions in his book, The Church of Us vs. Them: Freedom from a Faith That Feeds on Making 

Enemies. And I haven’t even gotten to the Super Bowl Halftime Show! 

 

With all this tempting sermon fodder, what’s a preacher to do? How does one resist jumping 

right into the enemy making machine? I called my non-churchgoing friends this past week just 

so I could vent a little bit to them because I knew that they’d agree with me. After all, we have 

the same enemies! Did any of you do that? Did you just call some friends or go out for a beer 

with someone that you knew it was safe to share a little of your common frustrations and fears? 

 

Then I read an article about the National Prayer Breakfast. While several may have taken the 

opportunity to trade political jabs that they justified from their own faith perspectives, Dr. Arthur 

C. Brooks, Professor of the Practice of Public Leadership at the Harvard Kennedy School and 

Arthur C. Patterson Faculty Fellow at the Harvard Business School, spoke out about the “crisis 

of contempt and polarization that's tearing our societies apart.” He grabbed my attention as I 

heard that he encouraged those in attendance to adhere to the words of the Bible (actually, the 

words of Jesus): “Love your enemies.”2 

  

“Love your enemies.” Didn’t happen much in the political spectrum this past week. Perhaps 

loving enemies doesn’t win elections. In the midst of political barbs, we are again confronted 

with the words of Jesus amidst a group of politicians that all too often try to own these words as 

their own, yet struggle like most of us to live them out. 

 

The Church, the very body of Christ, is not immune from our participation in the enemy-making 

machine. Oh, we try to say, “Just don’t talk politics in the Church.” Yet, it’s so hard to do that 

when Christians also called to speak truth to power, to care for those who are hurting, to bring 

healing in a broken world, to stand with the oppressed, to forgive one another, “to do justice, to 
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love mercy, and to walk humbly with God.” In no time at all, a discussion about God’s reminders 

to care for the widow and orphan can become a debate about public policies. Do we have any 

responsibility to call the world to truth-telling even as we are called to live in the truth? Oh, 

friends, it doesn’t take much for our religious conversations to turn political in the eyes of most. 

 

David Fitch, in The Church of Us vs. Them, notes that: 

 

The church is political. But it’s not political in the sense of Republican or 

Democrat… It is the people of God living under the rule of a president, but this 

president is Jesus Christ the Lord. To the extent that a church regularly discerns 

how to live socially, economically, and morally, together under his [Jesus’] 

authority, by definition is a politics. This is why I say the local church is my 

politics.3 

 

Often we bring our politics to our faith, all the while claiming that our faith informs our politics.  

The reality in the Church, however, is that we either avoid the conversations that might separate 

us from one another or we engage them and draw our lines in the sand, pitting ourselves against 

one another. 

  

The local church, however, should be the very place where we come to learn and grow together.  

It doesn’t mean that we’ll always agree, but we should be able to have conversations about 

matters of faith without simply seeking to convince one another that the other is wrong. When 

we place ourselves under the authority of Jesus, we must refuse to participate in an enemy-

making machine. There is no room for making enemies of one another even when we differ, 

because Jesus is present in our midst.  

  

Fitch contends that being in the presence of Jesus invites us into a space beyond making 

enemies. Yet, “His very presence, accompanied by his persuasive Word, reveals enemies for the 

purpose of making space for the unwinding of antagonisms, for presence, healing, and restored 

relationship with God and one another.”4 

  

Friends, it is critical that we have conversations about matters of faith and social justice. It is 

core to who we are to be the place where people enter into the presence of Jesus to learn and 

grow together. It is key to faithful discipleship to share with one another, and even to challenge 

one another from time to time, that together we might hear what God is speaking to us in this 

very day about caring for the poor and the outcast. We are called to bring the very people that the 

Church has continued to marginalize to the table of grace so that we might hear their stories and 

be healed together. I don’t know how the prophets ever did their work as they were despised and 

rejected.  

 

When we enter into this sacred space, enemies may be revealed; not in the sense of labeling 

ourselves as enemies, but in acknowledging how we have made enemies of one another, we 

discover the One who seeks to bring healing and wholeness to our lives. Could it be that God 

might have something to speak to me when I find myself in the presence of one that I have 

consciously or unconsciously made my enemy? 
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One day, some Pharisees had identified a common enemy. She was a “woman caught in 

adultery.” We don’t know much about her plight. We don’t even know what circumstances 

brought her to this point in her life. I want to know more of her story. We simply know that the 

Pharisees brought her before Jesus to serve as judge while they clutched the stones of righteous 

indignation in their hands. They were justified and correct in their understanding of the Law. She 

deserved to die. “What say you, Teacher?” they asked. 

 

Jesus bent down and started writing in the dirt, but the righteous elite demanded that he 

recognize their common enemy. “What should we do with her?” In other words, will you uphold 

the Law? 

 

Straightening up, Jesus said, “Let anyone among you that is without sin cast the first stone.” And 

Jesus went back to writing in the dirt. One by one, the accusers walked away, beginning with the 

elders, the most elite among them. When they were all gone, Jesus straightened up a second time 

and asked the woman, “Where are they? Is there no one left to condemn you?” 

 

“No one,” she said. 

 

“Then neither do I condemn you,” said Jesus. “Go and sin no more.” 

 

Jesus refused to engage the enemy-making machine of the mob that had gathered around him 

that day. In fact, his very presence and the words that he spoke brought it to light. They may 

have been right in their understanding of the Law. They interpreted the Scriptures correctly. 

They knew what the Bible said. In the presence of Jesus, however, there can be no space for 

enemies, only healing and grace, a space for reconciliation with God and each other. This is how 

Jesus engages us in the politics of the kin-dom of God. 

 

For many years, my father stayed away from the Church. He wanted nothing to do with it when I 

was growing up. Some twelve or so years ago, however, my father was diagnosed with laryngeal 

cancer. It was supposed to be treatable, but at one point he could no longer swallow because of 

the radiation treatment. He went into the hospital and almost died from overmedication and some 

of the treatments he received. 

 

At one point in time, a nurse had come in and asked if he had a pastor. My brother pointed to me 

and said, “He’s his pastor.” My father agreed. I said, “Dad, I love you. I’ll be praying for you. 

I’m here for you. But today and in the days ahead, I need to be your son. I can’t be your pastor.” 

 

My home church was without a pastor at the time, so I called the District Office and asked them 

to send a pastor to my father. One by one, a variety of retired pastors from this very district 

stopped by the hospital to check on my dad while I traveled regularly from Lansing to Detroit.  

Then Lynn Hasley, one of your former associate pastors, was appointed to my home church. She 

visited my dad frequently. She even took my phone calls in the middle of the night when I had 

nowhere else to turn. 

 

By the grace of God and the wonders of modern medicine, my father came through his struggle 

and has been cancer free since that time. As he was healing from his treatments, he also 
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experienced another type of healing. Pastor Lynn eventually invited my father to come to church 

and to play guitar in their praise team. One year, on Father’s Day, I had come down to the area to 

take him out to dinner. He said, “Guess what I did today.” When I asked what he did, he pulled 

out a certificate of membership. My dad, the guy who was turned away so many years ago by the 

politics in the Church, had come back to faith when he learned the politics of Jesus from some 

folks who lived that politic. 

 

This past week, I was speaking with some of our own members here at Birmingham First. They 

were telling me how many people moved into that space with them as they were coming through 

their own treatments and health struggles. Whether it was bringing food, saying a prayer, 

stopping by, sending a card, or making a phone call, you walked that journey with them. Looking 

back, they realize that it was even people who had different faith and political perspectives on a 

variety of issues, including the hottest topics of our present day. Yet, in their time of struggle, 

you were there. 

 

This is who we are when we are at our best. We don’t need to avoid the most difficult 

conversations of faith and life. Jesus never did. Yet, in the presence of Christ, we are invited into 

a holy space beyond making enemies, where we often differ as we seek to grow, and yet we still 

“love one another,” we are empowered to hear God speaking to us together. 

 

What a week, my friends! Some are still determined to reveal their enemies and call them out. 

Politicians will call us to arms against one another. Yet I wonder, “What shall we do with these 

stones that we carry in the presence of the One whom we find writing in the dirt?” 
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