
  

 

 

2. Leah’s Story 

 

Introduction - Before listening to this story please press ‘pause’ and read John 8 verses1-11. Then the story 

will last a little over 10 minutes and will be followed by a short reflection and a prayer. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I should be dead!  

Nightmares of being dragged through the hot dusty streets of Jerusalem still haunt me. In my dream 

stones thrown by hate filled men begin to rain down on me and I wake in horror as the first jagged rock 

strikes my flesh. When I come to my senses I lay awake remembering the night of warmth and tenderness 

with my friend which preceded the day of humiliation and fear. I remember the self-righteous Pharisees, 

the baying mob, the sniggering women, the glimpse of my father hurrying for the shadows as he saw me 

through the crowd and I remember the smile of the stranger who forgave me, the calm in the midst of the 

storm that was overwhelming me.  

The Pharisees had made me kneel in the dirt in front of him. I don’t remember what was said between 

them and the stranger, only that they seemed anxious and in a hurry and he seemed calm and relaxed. 

They spoke in technicalities about the Law of Moses and he responded slowly and simply, inviting 

whichever one of them had never sinned to throw the first stone. The oldest of the grey beards walked 

away first, the younger ones took a little longer to remember their misdemeanours, but in the end they all 

dropped their stones and walked away. That is when he smiled and told me that he was not going to 

condemn me and that I should leave and not sin again. 

As I walked away the crowds parted to let me through. I was unclean in every sense of the word so they 

didn’t want to touch me or even be near me. I should have been happy that my life had been saved but the 

hateful stares of the crowd and the whispers and mumbling of those who knew I was guilty and should be 

punished made me realise that trying to rebuild my shattered life was going to be hard, and it was! 

…………… 

 



  

 

 

After some time had passed, collecting water from the well began to get a little easier – the sniggering and 

judgemental looks became more infrequent, in fact some of my neighbours had even spoken to me quite 

politely once or twice. My parents continued to struggle with the shame they felt when they saw me, but 

even they had begun to soften a little. At least now they would occasionally eat with me and we had also 

had one or two calm conversations. I couldn’t work out if my husband was forgiving me or if he just liked 

my cooking and the fact that I kept our home clean and tidy. He continued to travel with his work and on 

the last couple of occasions when he had returned from a business trip I sensed that he was not only glad 

to have some home cooking and his own comfy chair, but that he was also glad to see me. I dared to hope 

that we might be rebuilding our marriage and our friendship. We were still the same people who had 

slowly fallen in love after our marriage, which had been arranged by our parents. We hadn’t changed, it 

was just that the pressures and complexities of life had multiplied with the passing years. 

Throughout all these hard times I remembered the stranger’s smile as he spoke to me and I saw in that 

smile acceptance and love, even though I was a sinner. I felt I owed it to him to try and work out how to 

live in a world where I had sinned. One person had forgiven me freely. I had to work hard to be forgiven by 

others. I kept that gentle smiling face in my mind as I began to explain to my husband what had happened, 

as I apologised for bringing shame on my parents and as I stood in the queue for the well the first time 

surrounded by disapproving stares and women talking and laughing behind my back. Everything I did after 

he had forgiven me was hard and painful, I sometimes wondered if a slow painful death by stoning might 

be preferable to the seemingly endless humiliation of saying sorry and seeking the acceptance and maybe 

even the forgiveness of others. 

………… 

It was Friday and I was doing some last minute shopping before the Passover. One or two of the market 

traders knew me and made me wait or tried to short change me, but there were others who didn’t know 

me and one or two who seemed to be accepting me again. As I walked back home I became aware of a lot 

of noise. People were whistling and jeering and my regular nightmare flashed before me. Part of me didn’t 

want to see what was happening, I didn’t want to see anyone humiliated and made to suffer whatever 

they had done wrong, but I couldn’t help myself, I joined the throng of people and pushed my way towards 

the front to see a man, covered in blood and sweat dragging a huge piece of wood behind him. A criminal  



  

 

 

on his way to Golgotha to be crucified. The Romans didn’t make all the people they crucified carry their 

own crosses to the hill, there were too many of them, so this one must be special, probably some kind of 

revolutionary or terrorist. I didn’t care what he had done, I felt sorry for him and turned to walk away 

when something stopped me – a flicker of recognition. I looked a little harder and saw, amidst the agony, 

the blood and the sweat, the face of the stranger, the one man who had forgiven me. Our eyes met for a 

moment – no smiles today, simply a brief human connection in the midst of crushing brutality and pain. 

I pushed my way back through the crowd and went in search of somewhere cool and quiet. I found myself 

near the temple and went to the place I had seen him all those months before – it was relatively quiet, 

everyone was preparing for Passover, and I found some shade, beneath a tree, and sat deep in thought. 

Why had he not condemned me? Why had I done as he had said – I had walked away and worked very 

hard at not sinning again. Not only that, having accepted his forgiveness I surrendered myself in sorrow to 

others, seeking and trying to earn their forgiveness too and it had been hard, at times it had been agony 

and more than once I wondered if it had all been worthwhile – but throughout all this I had kept seeing the 

smile of the stranger and carried on ….. but now …… now what? The stranger was being crucified. It seems 

he was some kind of revolutionary, a religious fanatic who caused too much trouble so the Romans were 

going to execute him. As these thoughts tumbled through my mind I could sense a huge question forming 

in my mind, a massive, dark, ominous question taking shape – I wanted to run, to stop thinking ….. the 

terrible question would bring with it endless other questions ……. and then, like the first rock hitting its 

target at a stoning, the question formed ….. and hit me …… 

Was I forgiven? 

Should I have taken any notice of a man who smiled at me, did not condemn me for a sin I had committed 

and told me not to sin again? It seems he was a criminal or maybe some sort of religious fanatic, perhaps 

he was simply a lunatic? Why had I let this stranger rule my life? It was his smiling face that made me 

swallow the hatred and judgement of others. It was his smiling face that made me seek acceptance and 

forgiveness from those I had wronged. It was his smiling face that made me work so hard to try and rebuild 

my shattered life. But that smiling face was now covered in blood and sweat and the phlegm of soldiers 

and the hate-filled crowd. What authority did he have to forgive me? 

 



  

 

 

I stood and walked slowly towards Golgotha. I needed to see him again. I needed to look into those eyes 

again. He was going to die today and I needed to know if there was goodness in those eyes or madness or 

simply evil, manipulative destructive evil. 

I arrived just as they were nailing him to the piece of wood. The crowds were dispersing. It was fun to see 

someone being humiliated and ridiculed but now everyone knew that there was not much more fun to be 

had, watching someone slowly die for a few hours on a cross is boring. Nothing happens, a few groans, 

some inaudible last words maybe, the sound of rasping, agonising breaths getting weaker and weaker. 

There were other women around so I mixed with them and managed to get quite close, the soldiers didn’t 

care, they were just doing their job. 

A hammer blow, metal on metal, followed by a gasp, a retching groan and one arm was nailed to the 

wood. Before the soldier had picked up the second nail I heard the stranger pray that the soldier be 

forgiven and just as the soldier raised his hammer to drive home the second nail I saw the stranger catch 

his eye and he smiled at him, that same smile and I knew in that moment that I was truly forgiven. A 

moment of stillness, the soldier frowned, confused, people usually cursed him, and then he brought the 

hammer down, metal on metal, metal into flesh, another gasp, another retching groan and I walked away 

to stand with the other women as the gruesome execution continued. 

By late afternoon he was dead but I felt more alive than ever. To me he was still a stranger, I didn’t know 

anything about him other than the fact that he didn’t condemn me for a sin I had committed and he 

prayed forgiveness for a man who was hammering nails into his body. I still can’t tell you by what authority 

he was able to forgive me and the soldier, all I can tell you is that it came from a good place. As he died I 

saw only goodness in his eyes, even when he was in excruciating pain. I don’t know where that goodness 

came from I just feel, that it has enfolded me and is transforming me.  

It seems that the soldier who nailed the stranger to the wood was also pierced to the heart by the 

goodness of the man he killed. As the stranger drew his dying breath the soldier dropped his head in 

shame, ‘He was innocent’ he said as the tears came. I went up to him, touched his bloody hand, our tear 

filled eyes met and I smiled, ‘I do not condemn you’ I said, ‘go your way, and from now on do not sin again.’ 

Short pause 



  

 

 

Reflection As the woman caught in adultery surveyed the wondrous cross perhaps she would have 

worried that her encounter with Jesus had been meaningless. As we reflect on this story we are aware that 

we live in an unforgiving world where many are judgemental and always seek others to blame when things 

go wrong. May we be filled with God’s grace that we may humbly seek forgiveness when we do wrong and 

generously give forgiveness to others. 

Prayer O Lord Christ, before whose judgement seat we must all stand: keep us steadfast and faithful in 

your service; in our sins we seek your forgiveness and mercy, may we, in turn, be merciful and forgiving to 

others.  We ask this in the name of Jesus whose forgiveness brings new life to all who accept it. Amen.  


