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By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham+ 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 

I read a story about a teenage boy in Jamaica who was beaten by his 

classmates. The reason he was beaten is because his father visited his son’s 

school and informed the boy’s peers that his son is gay. The young man’s 

father had already informed this young man that he was not welcome in his 

home because he could not tolerate his sexuality. The father said the boy 

should be dead but because he is his son he would spare him. Can you even 

imagine that? How does a parent condemn their child?”  I want you to picture 

this young man being beaten and kicked on the floor in his classroom as his 

fellow students stood by with their hearts seemingly made of stone. My 

response to this story comes from our Gospel reading from John 3:17, “For 

God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the 

world through him.” All of us are very familiar with John 3:16, “For God so 

loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him 

shall not perish but have eternal life.”  But, verse 17 is just as powerful:  “For 

God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the 
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world through him.” So, what does the word condemn mean? To condemn 

expresses complete disapproval of someone, done typically in public. It can 

also mean to censure and/or sentence someone to a particular punishment, 

especially death. 

In Romans 8:34 we read these words, “Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the 

one who died more than that, who was raised who is at the right hand of God, 

who indeed is interceding for us.” The implication is, Christ does not condemn 

us. How can we condemn someone else? 

Remember the woman caught in the act of adultery in John 7:53-8:11? Jesus 

was in the temple courts teaching.  The teachers of the law and the Pharisees 

brought in a woman caught in the act of adultery. They stood her before the 

group and said to Jesus, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of 

adultery.  In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what 

do you say?”  They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis 

for accusing him. 

But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger. 

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

“Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” 

 Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground. At this, those who heard his 
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words began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only Jesus was 

left, with the woman still standing there.  Jesus straightened up and asked her, 

“Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” “No one, sir,” she 

said. “Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared. “Go now and leave 

your life of sin.” 

Think about those words, “Neither do I condemn you.” Jesus was the only one 

here blameless, without sin, and yet he did not condemn the woman. He didn’t 

pick up a stone to hurl at her. Instead, he sent her away with an instruction 

telling her simply to leave her life of sin.  He was completely aware that she 

had sinned but Jesus wasn’t in the business of condemnation, he was sent to 

earth to save. Jesus was in the business of salvation not condemnation. 

It is ironic that the men who condemned this woman caught in adultery had 

sinned also. Jesus was quite aware of their faults when he made his statement. 

Why is it that followers of Jesus so often ignore this clear example? 

Remember the shame that used to be attached to a young woman pregnant 

out of wedlock. Her sin was public. It was out there for the entire world to see. 

But Jesus knows there are people who carry invisible sins all the time sins like 

envy, sins like bitterness and hatred, sins like having a condemning heart. But 

God sees those sins. So Christ instructed in Matthew 7: “Do not judge, or you 
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too will be judged. For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, 

and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. Why do you look at 

the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank 

in your own eye?  How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck 

out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye?” That is a 

stunning image: A speck of sawdust in your neighbor’s eye, and a two- by-

four in your own eye. And you are offended at your neighbor’s speck while 

ignoring your own two-by-four? In other words, if you have a condemning 

heart, you are out of sync with the heart of Jesus. 

But there is a second thing we need to see. We are not to condemn others; 

neither are we to condemn ourselves. There are some people who do not come 

to Christ because they do not feel that they are good enough. You may have 

talked with a friend about church and you’ve heard them say something like, 

“I have heard people say, the ceiling would fall in on everyone, if I walked in 

or when I go into the church there will be a huge crack in the walls as soon as 

I enter.” My dear sisters and brothers in Christ, that’s just the kind of person 

the church was designed for, people like you and me. I want you to know that 

you have been forgiven. Here is the rub, have you forgiven yourself? I want 

you to feel God’s great love for you, even if you feel you are a terrible sinner. 

Maybe, just maybe, it just might be for the very first time, the time that you 
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will forgive yourself because of God’s forgiveness and God’s unconditional 

love for you. Today, try this on during Lent because it is unbelievable and it is 

indescribable. It is the wondrous love of God poured out for all who would 

receive it. Christ came into the world not to condemn the world, but to save it. 

And in return we are not to condemn others and we are not to condemn 

ourselves. 

Why do we keep bringing back to memory our sins of the past, holding and 

massaging them against ourselves thinking that God is holding them against 

us also. But God is not an historian or an archaeologist; God doesn’t dig up 

our past sins. God comes into relationship with us. God forgives us and God 

restores us. Too often we forget that when Jesus died He took our past, 

present and future sins with him. Today, when you come to the altar rail to 

receive Holy Communion and kneel down and you if you are feeling estranged 

from God by any past sin, I hope you will look at that altar and lay those sins 

down upon the altar and accept Christ’s forgiveness. Remember Christ’s 

teaching that we are to love our neighbor as we love ourselves. Some of us are 

too hard on ourselves. And it creates a barrier between God and us and 

others. 
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When I was in St. John’s Seminary more than 30 years ago, I read a book 

written by Jesuit priest, John Powell titled, Why Am I Afraid To Tell You Who 

I Am? The book has sold millions of copies and remains in print to this day. 

Powell’s simple thesis is that people hide who they really are from others 

because of one basic fear. He describes this basic fear in an actual 

conversation he had with someone. Powell said to this other person “I am 

writing a book, to be called, Why Am I Afraid to Tell You Who I Am.”The 

other person said: “Do you want an answer to your question?” Powell said, 

“That is the purpose of the book, to answer the question.”The other person 

said, “But do you want my answer?”Powell said, “Yes, of course I do.” The 

other person said: “I am afraid to tell you who I am, because, if I tell you who 

I am, you may not like who I am, and it’s all that I have.” Some of us are too 

hard on ourselves. If Christ does not condemn us, who are we to condemn 

ourselves or others. Here’s the really important thing we need to see: When 

we accept ourselves and all other people as children of God, we reflect the love 

of Jesus Christ. That is when we truly become Christ-like when we can accept 

others as Jesus accepted us. 

I had a great friend named Joel. I met Joel on the first day of school at St. 

John’s Seminary in Brighton Massachusetts. Joel and I were working on our 

Master of Divinity degree. At the end of our first year, we did Clinical 
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Pastoral Education at St. John’s Hospital in Lowell, Massachusetts. Joel was a 

big guy. He graduated from Dartmouth College, where he played football. 

Our mutual athletic interests were a common bond, and the friendship grew 

from there. We enjoyed jogging together along the Charles River. One day we 

were running around a small lake located near there, and I noticed that Joel 

was smiling. “What are you smiling at?” I asked. Joel pointed to a little girl 

fishing with her dad. She was imitating every move the dad made. If he cast, 

she cast. If he fixed his hat, she fixed hers. If he sat down, she sat down. “Just 

something about a child imitating her father that makes my heart smile,” Joel 

replied. Now there was a guy in CPE group. For some reason, there was a guy 

who went out of his way to get under Joel’s skin. No matter what Joel said, 

this guy would contradict him and take pains to point out how shortsighted 

Joel’s comments in group were. CPE is very intense and it is an environment 

where we were evaluated one another in many different areas. This person 

was continually negative, demeaning and outright rude to Joel. One day it 

reached a boiling point, and some really harsh words were exchanged. When 

this guy left the group and walked out Joel angrily said, “That guy has pushed 

me too far. He makes me want to run him over like I used to do on the football 

field!” Now, remember that Joel was a big guy. The veins in his thick neck 

were bulging, and it was enough to even make me shake in my shoes. I would 
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not want to be on the receiving end of anything from him. A few days passed, 

and it was almost time for another CPE group meeting. The entire group 

could not wait to see what fireworks might occur between Joel and his enemy. 

The day before the group meeting, Joel and I were again jogging in the park 

together. We were circling the lake, and Ken asked Joel, “So have you decided 

how you are going to deal with that guy?” “Yes, I sure have,” Joel replied. I 

just waited for Joel to continue. “I have decided (and then he paused)  . . .  to 

forgive him.”“Say again?” I said. “I have decided to forgive him,” Joel stated 

rather emphatically. I just smiled. “What are you smiling at?” I asked. 

“There’s just something about a child imitating his father that makes my 

heart smile,” I said. My sisters and brothers, it makes God smile when we 

imitate God’s Son, Jesus the Christ. Here is the challenge for this Second week 

in Lent. A father condemns his son because he is gay. He tells the boy’s 

schoolmates and they give him a brutal beating. I can only hope that God is 

more merciful with that father than that father was with his own son. Be 

careful when you condemn anyone, since the scriptures teaches us that we will 

be dealt with the same judgment with which we judge another. “For God so 

loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him 

shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the 

world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.” Powerful 
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words. Life-changing words. Never condemn anyone including yourself and 

reflect the nature of Jesus Christ. AMEN. 

 


