
5th Sunday of Lent: Cycle C 

Philippians 3: 8-14 

Gospel of St. John 8: 1-11 

Eric Clapton is considered one of the greatest rock and blues guitarists of the 20th Century. His musical 

genius stretched over a six-decade career. He is also infamous for remarks made at a concert in Birmingham, 

England, in 1976. Lost in his multiple addictions including heroin and alcohol, Clapton verbally raged against 

foreigners, especially anyone of color and declared “England is for white people!” His repulsive ranting lead 

other rock celebrities and bands to form “Rock Against Racism,” and hold concerts dedicated to eliminating 

racism. 

For many years now, Clapton has been gratefully sober. Although he claims to have no memories of 

long periods of his life in a drug-fueled cloud, he takes complete responsibility for all his actions, including and 

especially his racist rantings at the Birmingham concert. He has publicly apologized many times for his 

behavior and has gone out of his way to display a completely different attitude to the many differences of 

color in the human community. 

What happened to Eric Clapton can be described as “redemption.” To be “redeemed” is to be rescued 

from what enslaves us. “Redemption” is the power of God releasing us from the bonds of sin, or the shackles 

of our lives that keep us from living in the light of the Living God. Clapton’s heart was transformed from a 

heart chained with bitterness and hateful rage to a heart unchained; now releasing contrition and love. 

The story begs the question, “When should we forget the sins of our past or someone else’s past, and 

when should we remember them?” Often, we have been told to “forgive and forget,” but that at times can be 

a dangerous blend. “Forgiving” is essential to our own salvation, but “forgetting” should only be done with 

careful discernment. 

Who should remember Eric Clapton’s racist rantings? More importantly, how should it be 

remembered? Can it be used as a weapon? Has he been held accountable? Eric Clapton should definitely 

remember it. But hopefully his memory holds his gratitude for sobriety as a greater weight than any continued 

guilt for his actions while under the influence. Gratitude for sobriety instills the choices needed to maintain his 

break from substances previously enslaving him. Ironically, continued guilt also can be enslaving and weaken 

the resolve for sobriety. Overwhelmed with guilt can lead to drinking again just to kill the pain! 

Clapton was also held accountable by the many other rock celebrities standing up to him in 1976 and 

taking actions to counter his racist screams from the stage. They held his views as repugnant and did not want 

to be associated with them. They also recognized his views would have influence with those young people 

caught up in celebrity status and celebrity worship.  

Their collective response made clear that such racist attitudes were destructive of the human 

community and violated the dignity and decency of humanity. At the same time, many continued their 

friendship with Clapton, hoping someday he too would see the light and come clean. This should also be our 

own response in the face of racist attitudes and actions still alive in our nation today.  

The rest of us need to be grateful for this great example of redemption. This also involves relinquishing 

any further accountability so long as he remains contrite and his heart remains loving. No one has the right to 

hold that incident over his head as a weapon. All too often, we are prone to holding others to their past, even 

if they have experienced redemption, moved on, and exhibited contrition and complete change of heart 



regarding future actions and choices. How many times have we heard, or have we said, “Well, I knew her 

when, and she was no angel” or “I can tell you stories from his past and they aren’t pretty.”  

Or, we can continue to punish our self for the past, even though we cannot change the past, and often 

feel guilt for actions we may have had absolutely no control over. We too have a right to be freed from our 

past chains and remember the past as gratitude for God’s redemptive power in our life. 

In the selection from The Letter to the Philippians, St. Paul makes clear that his encounter with the 

Risen Lord led him to “forgetting what lies behind, but straining to what lies ahead.” His “forgetting the past” 

does not mean forgetting the events, as he often lists his sins in his own letters and writings. Rather, the 

experience of divine love has so transformed his heart and soul, that he let go of burden of guilt in order to 

embrace the joy of knowing the Lord as loving friend. This gave him freedom to move forward in hope and 

love. Like Eric Clapton, redemption gave St. Paul different reasons to remember his past actions, and different 

ways to remember them. 

What about the woman caught in adultery? How will she remember her encounter with Jesus? How 

will her memory of that encounter differ from her memory of the other men? Jesus rescued her from their 

violence. She certainly was dramatically “redeemed” from the rage of these self-righteous men. After all, if she 

was caught in the very act of adultery, where was the man she was caught with? Who let him get away? Was 

he among the crowd? Could he have also had a stone in his hand ready to execute “justice”? 

Will she also experience “redemption” from her actions, resolving to never do that again? The gospel 

leaves that question unanswered. Will the other men experience “redemption” from their selective use of 

cruel justice? That too remains an open question.  

But everyone in that gospel passage now has the opportunity to let redemption take hold of their heart 

and soul, releasing them from what enslaves and therefore embracing the joy of a loving relationship with the 

Lord Jesus Christ. The woman caught in adultery can re-establish herself on a more stable and morally fulfilling 

life. Finding more self-respect and dignity, she can seek out a relationship solid in monogamy, with mutual 

care and respect. Her past would then be a memory of moving beyond loveless and dead-end encounters.  

The men wanting to condemn her can move beyond their self-righteousness and discover the reality of 

Jesus’ mercy in their lives and therefore in other people as well. Their past would then become a memory of 

moving out of a mob mentality of violent rage. Or, they can continue to act as they always have and let the 

opportunity for redemption pass them by. Memories would continue to hold them bound. Such is the reality 

of human freedom. 

What about us? Are we grateful for Jesus’ mercy redeeming others of sins and healing memories of 

past immoralities? Do we let mercy release us from what holds us bound? Can we let mercy release us of guilt 

from the past in order to embrace the joy of loving friendship with the Risen Lord? What do we choose to 

remember, and what should we hope to forget? 


