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Isaiah 43: 16-21

Psalm 126

Philippians 3: 8-14

John 8: 1-11

There is a German word that has no exact English equivalent.

In fact, it has no exact equivalent in any other language.

Therefore, it has simply been borrowed as a loan-word

into English, as well as virtually every other modern language

spoken around the world.

That’s an impressive indication

of how necessary this word has come to be considered

for life in the 21st century.

It’s not a word from technology or science or medicine;

instead, surprisingly, it’s a word that describes a human emotion.

Surprising, in that German is not usually considered

the language of human emotions.

Nevertheless, this particular word

probably couldn’t have originated anywhere else.

The word is ‘schadenfreude,’ and it means

‘the joy or delight that a person takes in the misfortunes of others.’

…..the joy that one takes in the misfortune of others.

How did we ever communicate with each other

before this word came along?

After all, there are whole industries that are built upon it.

“The National Enquirer” would collapse without it.

Tiger Woods, David Letterman, now Sandra Bullock,

and politicians too numerous to count:

an endless procession of celebrities, and celebrity-wanna-be’s

who have crashed and burned as a result of personal scandals

detailed on front-pages of every newspaper in the land,

the particulars in each case captured forever on You-tube and Twitter

so that we can go back and watch it over and over

in order to get our daily fix of ‘schadenfreude.’

There is a Broadway song that goes by the name ---

“Schadenfreude” --- most of the lyrics of which

are a little too off-color for a Sunday morning,

but which claims that this emotion, although it’s not very nice,

is a part of our human nature, and therefore, impossible to resist.

To take joy or delight or pleasure

in the misfortunes of others --- schadenfreude.

I bring it all up

because I think it’s hard to savor the richness and complexity

of this morning’s gospel passage from St. John

without an appreciation of the presence of ‘schadenfreude,’

‘hiding in plain sight,’ right there between the verses.

Generally, the Pharisees in the gospels don’t come across

as a very happy-go-lucky bunch,

but beneath their pose of outrage in this morning’s passage,

one detects a barely contained glee:

“We caught this woman in the very act of adultery!”

Never mind the natural questions ---
“How, precisely, did that happen?”

or, “Where then, fellows, is this woman’s partner in adultery?” ---
it must have irked them terribly

that Jesus seemed not to share their outrage…..

or their glee.

Instead, Jesus simply bends down

and starts tracing with his finger in the dirt.

In the dirt.

Scholars have been speculating for centuries about what he wrote.

The theories range from a list of the ten commandments,

to a list of the sins of the woman’s accusers.

Unfortunately,

the gospel writers didn’t think it was important enough

to share what he wrote --- only where he wrote it ---

in the dirt.

One theory suggests that Christ’s act of writing in the dirt

was intended to evoke,

both God’s creation of Adam, from the dirt of the earth in Genesis,

as well as Yahweh’s writing the ten commandments with his finger

upon stone tablets in Exodus.

This theory is thought-provoking, but can’t be proved.

Later in St. John’s gospel, Jesus will bend down again,

this time with a towel around his waist, to deal with dirt once more.

He adopts the role of a slave,

whose role it was to wash the feet of guests arriving for dinner.

And he instructs the Twelve,

“As I have done, so now you must do.”

Less than 24 hours later, at the instigation of the Pharisees,

he will be executed on the cross for blasphemy.

He was incapable of taking delight in the misfortune of others ---

our misfortune.

He could not share our glee in playing in the dirt.

Instead, he persisted in forgiving us our ‘dirtiness’ ---

a blasphemous offense punishable by death --- not unlike adultery ---

but ironically, an offense for which every human has a craving…..

the craving to be forgiven.

It’s ironic, too, isn’t it,

that this craving for forgiveness lies hidden at the heart

of every instance of schadenfreude?

For what else is ‘the delight in the misfortune of others,’

than a hunger for one’s own lost perfection?

“Let the one without sin cast the first stone…”

Christ seemed to resist every effort to diminish human dignity ---

a dignity that cost him to share with us.

He refuses to share in the Pharisees’ pleasure

in the humiliating capture of an adulterous woman.

But neither does he leave her trapped in her sin,

with no opportunity to escape her humiliation.

“Has no one condemned you?”


--- “No one, sir.”

“Neither do I condemn you.

Go in peace, and sin no more”

Sisters, brothers,

Christ waits forever to wash our feet

so that we’ll be worthy to join him for the feast.
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