
In the New York Times Sunday Magazine from February 15, 2015 

there was a piece about on-line shaming.  In it was the story of Justine, 

a white, 30 year old PR executive from a large Silicon Valley firm, who 

tweeted a racist joke while travelling to her native South Africa. The 

joke was about her not worrying about catching AIDS there because she 

was white. By the time she landed her phone and e-mail were going 

crazy. While in the air her tweet had gone viral. It was the number one 

world-wide trend on twitter. She instantly lost her job. Her family in 

South Africa thought she had dishonored them. She couldn’t sleep. She 

apologized on-line but the response was, “Sorry . . . your tweet lives on 

forever.” Justine is still traumatized three years later.  

And there were other stories – a man who told what appeared to 

be a sexist joke to a friend at a meeting. It was overheard by a woman 

sitting in front of him and she put his picture on-line. Two days later he 

was fired and had trouble finding new work (after all everyone does an 

on-line search on prospective new-hires, right? Guess what will always 



come up for these people?). Then there was the young woman who 

stood next to a sign at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier reading 

“Silence and Respect.” As a joke she took a picture of herself screaming 

and employing an obscene hand gesture. When it got out someone set 

up a Facebook page to get her fired. She became another on-line 

celebrity sinner everyone loved to hate. She was fired and, after all the 

news cameras and hate mail, still suffers from Post Traumatic Stress. 

I mention these stories not to excuse the original behavior of 

these three people, but to look at their sin’s consequences. In our 

gospel today we have the story of the Samaritan Woman at the Well. 

She is a woman with a past. She has had five husbands and is living with 

another man. She appears to be socially isolated. She has come to the 

well at midday – not the usual morning hour. Perhaps the other women 

in the village won’t put up with her presence. What is Jesus’ response 

to this? Obviously He knows about it. He’s not excusing her behavior. 

He brings it to her attention and she changes the subject. Nevertheless, 



by the end of the story she’s His Disciple. She is bringing more people 

to Jesus so they can have the same experience. Her isolation is gone. 

What do we do with our sins? Can we be forgiven? Can we be 

restored to grace? Can we be allowed to move forward? The scary part 

of the stories in the Times article is that there is no possibility for 

forgiveness and absolution today in such cases. As the Twitter user 

wrote to Justine, “Your tweet lives on forever.” The sin will never go 

away. Even if the world moves on to another victim, the sin is still there 

buried on-line, waiting to be brought to life again at anytime in the 

future.  

I think of that in relation to how we see our own sinful past – and 

how Jesus sees it and treats us. I think some people believe in a God 

who wants to shame them, who won’t forgive them because of what 

they’ve done – and who will never let then let go of the old sin. On the 

other hand there are also people who themselves can’t let go of their 

past sin. They keep coming back to it. There is no exit. 



This is to misunderstand completely who God is and who we are 

in his sight. We human beings have a bullying streak that the internet 

brings out in the worst possible way. But Jesus is not like that. That is 

the beauty of faith in Jesus. He loves sinners and goes to their parties. 

He calls us to conversion of life, but He never shuns anyone, not the 

tax-collector, not the Samaritan Woman. Jesus especially likes the 

sinners everybody else hates – I like to think of how much He loves 

those three people I spoke about from that magazine article that 

everyone else loved to hate on-line. I can’t help wondering if they know 

of that love. 

In the gospel Jesus is the one who starts the conversation with the 

Samaritan Woman even though Jewish men, especially Jewish Rabbis, 

didn’t talk to women whom they didn’t know. But Jesus deliberately 

initiates an encounter that will end in this woman’s true liberation from 

her past and makes her one of the community again. He has the Spirit 

and truth and He shares them with her. 



After Jesus’ resurrection His first priority was to forgive sins. On 

the night He rose from the dead He appears to His Apostles and tells 

them He is giving them the power of the Holy Spirit to forgive sins. 

That’s His mission. That’s exactly why He became one of us – to die for 

our sins, so we wouldn’t be stuck them forever. And when Jesus 

forgives sins, he deletes them completely. Gone. Start over! 

Lent is a time for conversion, a time to leave our sins behind. 

Jesus wants to encounter us with all our messy past, in all our 

sinfulness, and free us. He is not like an on-line bully. He came not to 

condemn and shame, but to free and rescue. Pray about seeking that 

mercy in the Sacrament of Reconciliation this Lent. It may have been a 

long time, or maybe there has been a sin you are particularly ashamed 

of and could never confess. Now is the time. Our Penance Service is this 

Wednesday at 7:00 PM. There will be seven priests here to hear 

confessions. There are also confessions every day before morning mass 

from 8:10 – 8:30, and Friday nights 6:00 – 7:00 and Saturday afternoons 



3:30 – 4:30. Let Jesus forgive you. Let Him help you forgive yourself. 

Don’t miss this chance to drop your water jar, drop your past, and 

move forward. 

 


