Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ
St. Mary of the Angels      Sunday Lent V C   4/7/19
Isaiah 43:16-21;   Philippians 3:8-14;   John 8:1-11
My Brothers and Sisters,
A Polish Jesuit living in my community said to me this week: “In my country we have four seasons: fall, winter, spring and summer.  Here, in Boston, you have five seasons.  Between winter and spring you have a yucky season of gray, cold and wind.”
This year, of course, our yucky season coincides with Lent.  And both together, I must confess, have been weighing down my spirit.  – perhaps, yours as well. I can’t say that I have done much in the way of more prayer, or fasting, or almsgiving, this Lent.  In fact, at this three-quarter mark, I give myself, at best, a C minus for effort.  I also fear what Fr, Ron Rolheiser calls, “the cancer of familiarity” the  disease, resulting from routine, that could undermine a heart-felt engagement with the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus. 
But, then, today, I hear, in our second reading, St. Paul shout out enthusiastically: “Just one thing: forgetting what lies behind but straining forward to what lies ahead, I continue my pursuit toward the goal, the prize of God’s upward calling, in Christ Jesus.”  It is clear that St. Paul is running, -- eagerly and energetically, racing to God, to Jesus, to the Kingdom. No lethargy here.  No signs of the cancer of familiarity slowing him down.
St. Paul’s image of running the race reminds us that a week from tomorrow will be the  122nd Boston Marathon.  And this year will mark the very day six years later of the Marathon Bombing which killed three and wounded  an estimated 264        others.  We well remember the tragedy, the anguish, the suffering, the city in lockdown, the waiting, the capture, and the never-to-be-forgotten slogan, “Boston Strong.”
From the Boson Globe last Sunday, we learned that last autumn Mayor Marty Walsh had commissioned Boston’s poet laureate, Daniel Johnson of nearby Roslindale, to compose two lines of poetry, a couplet, with one line for each of two bronze memorials to be placed where the two bombs exploded.
For the first he wrote: “All we have lost is brightly lost.”
For the second: “Let us climb, now, the road to hope.”
I think that these two lines capture well what happened tragically yet heroically six years ago.  I think these two lines capture well the event of today’s Gospel: the story of a woman about to be stoned to death.  And I think that these two lines might be a good way for us in entering this last stretch of our Lenten journey and help us engage more whole-heartedly the Paschal Mystery that lies ahead.
The poem begins:
“All we have lost is brightly lost”
The word “lost” is mentioned twice: a reminder of two bombs and two places of loss.  It is also a way of underlining the profundity of loss: loss upon loss.
The word “brightly,” we are told, is like lighting a candle after a hurricane and, in its light, seeing the devastation on every side.  Light also reminds us that those who are absent are still present in our hearts.
For the woman of today’s story, all is lost.  She is humiliated and about to be stoned to death.  She is doubly lost: first in soul and now in body.  The only light is the man silently and humbly bending down before her. 
And we?  What are the losses that we have borne this year, the losses that could crush us?  Loss of loved ones?  Loss of friends?  Loss of home?  Of work?  Of health? Of peace of mind and heart?
We bring these losses deliberately and feelingly into this last stage of Lent.
We acknowledge Jesus as the “brightly lost” one, the one who walks with us in our darkness and asks us to walk with him in his, and who, even in the darkness, is the Light of the world.
And now we ponder the second line of the couplet.  Daniels wrote,
“Let us climb, now, the road to hope.
Climb the road.  Yes, “climb” is the right word.  It points to “Breakheart Hill” on Com Ave in Newton, the greatest challenge for the marathon runners.  It also points to Calvary, the hill which Jesus must climb.  And the woman of today’s story?  What mountains did she have to climb, what difficulties to overcome, so as to live freely the new life Jesus gave her?.
And we?   What hills, what upward road lies before us on our life journey?  What are the challenges that we face?
But, Daniels calls this challenging road:  “The road to hope.” 
Six years ago, we read over and over stories about the heroic actions of runners and bystanders, of first responders, of nurses, doctors, police and firemen.  Out of tragedy both the wounded and healers became signs and examples of hope.
Boston, in its weakness, became Boston Strong. We were proud of our city.
The story of the woman of today’s Gospel also ends in hope. Jesus rescues her from being stoned to death and, with forgiveness, she goes forth into a new life..
Hope is the last word in this poem and hope is the last word in all stories because Jesus’ story ended in resurrection, and He is the source and culmination of all our hopes. As God says through the prophet Isaiah, “Remember not the events of the past, the things of long ago consider not; see I am doing something new!”  That does not mean that we do not memorialize the past and celebrate the human spirit, but, like St. Paul, we run in hope to a future where life triumphs over death, love overcomes hate, and communion sweeps away division.  
May we enter the Paschal Mystery, therefore, with fresh eyes and enkindled hearts.
Six years ago, as a city, we lived the Paschal Mystery, going from death to life...
Today, our country and church are deep in the darkness of loss on many levels..
But, let us remember: “All we have lost is brightly lost.”
Together, “Let us climb, now, the road to hope.”  
Whether Jesus’ Calvary or our own “Breakheart Hill” we know and believe that, on the other side, Jesus, risen Lord, stands to present us with the winner’s wreath of  new life. 
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