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Life	Without	Walls:	Be	a	Sanctuary	 	 	 	 August	15,	2017	
Jeff	Cinquemani	
	
Last	week	we	started	our	series	on	Life	Without	Walls,	and	for	those	of	you	who	
were	here,	I	hope	that	you	left	with	the	understanding	that	God	wants	us	all	to	be	so	
familiar	and	so	at	home	in	his	kingdom	that	any	challenge	or	obstacle	is	just	another	
opportunity	to	show	God’s	immeasurable	expanse	of	acceptance	and	grace.	
	
This	week,	I	want	to	challenge	you	to	look	at	how	we	might	respond	to	those	who	
have	been	damaged	by	the	walls	we	erect	in	our	world,	our	society,	and	even	in	our	
churches.		I	want	us	to	look	at	what	it	means	to	be	a	Sanctuary.	
	
Early	on	in	Israel’s	history,	Moses	had	set	up	what	became	known	as	the	Cities	of	
Refuge.	
	
They	were	strategically	placed	towns	throughout	the	land	of	Israel	that	would	act	as	
places	of	protection	for	an	accused	fugitive.		So,	if	someone	had	violated	the	law,	
especially	any	law	that	carried	a	death	penalty,	they	could	run	to	the	nearest	City	of	
Refuge	and	claim	sanctuary	in	the	name	of	the	priest	of	that	village.		Asylum	was	
then	given	until	a	fair	trial	could	be	had.			
	
The	interesting	part	was	that,	if	anyone	tried	to	harm	or	abduct	a	person	who	had	
claimed	sanctuary	in	one	of	those	Cities	of	Refuge,	it	would	be	considered	a	greater	
sin	than	anything	that	the	fugitive	had	done.	
	
So,	as	you	look	back	in	your	life,	who	would	have	been	a	“Sanctuary”	for	you?	
	
For	me,	it	was	Floyd,	my	friend’s	dad.		Floyd	was	a	truck	driver	whose	language	
might	have	been	a	little	too	“unsavory”	for	6th	graders.	We	never	doubted	Floyd’s	
unwavering	sense	of	justice	and	equality,	especially	for	us	“underlings”	living	in	fear	
of	eighth-grade	bullies.		Yes,	sometimes	his	mannerisms	and	methodologies	were	
unrefined,	but	for	grade-schoolers	we	could	appreciate	the	directness.		Floyd	
worked	mostly	nights,	which	meant	he	could	come	by	the	school	now	and	then	to	
check	in	on	“his	boys,”	which	is	what	he	would	call	all	of	us	who	were	friends	of	his	
son.	
	
I	remember	one	time	during	a	game	of	unsupervised	dodge	ball	(truly	an	oversight	
on	the	teacher’s	part),	Jill,	one	of	the	sixth-grade	girls,	over-threw	the	ball	and	it	hit	
Russell,	one	of	the	more	robust	eighth-grade	boys,	right	in	the	face.		This	was,	of	
course,	a	well-known	dodge	ball	law	passed	down	for	generation:	No	one	shall	hit	
another	person	in	the	face.		So,	feeling	fully	justified	in	his	anger,	he	grabbed	the	ball	
and	quickly	hurled	it	back	at	the	frail	little	sixth	grader	who	was	now	running	for	
her	life.		The	ball	hit	her	in	the	back	of	the	head	and	literally	knocked	her	right	off	
her	feet.	
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We	all	stopped	playing,	while	some	of	the	other	girls	hurried	over	to	help	their	
fellow	classmate.		After	checking	her	over	and	going	through	our	concussion	
protocol,	they	turned	and	had	a	few	choice	comments	for	Russell.	
	
“Hey”	he	said	smugly,	“She	hit	me	first!”			
	
Just	about	then,	Floyd	came	into	the	gym.	It	was	one	of	those	times	when	you	think,	
Oh,	if	only	he	had	come	a	minute	earlier!		Immediately,	all	of	us	started	telling	our	
side	of	the	story,	to	which	Floyd	did	his	characteristic,	“Enough	of	you’s	all	yappin!		I	
want	to	see	just	you	and	you,”	as	he	pointed	to	Russell	and	Dawn.				
	
With	just	the	three	of	them	together,	he	asked	Dawn,	“Okay,	what	happened?”			As	
she	now	was	a	little	more	composed,	she	began	to	share	her	side	of	the	story.		But	
before	she	could	get	much	out,	Russell	interrupted.	“Makes	sure	you	tell	him	that	
you	hit	me	in	the	face	first!”	
	
“Okay!	Okay!	I	get	it!”	he	said	firmly.	“Dawn,	you	can	go.	Me	and	Junior	here	are	
going	to	have	a	talk.”	
	
We	never	heard	what	went	on	in	that	talk;	we	just	saw	Floyd	pick	Russell	up	by	the	
back	of	the	shirt	and	haul	him	over	to	a	corner	of	the	gym,	where	I’m	sure	the	
conversation	was	pretty	one-sided.		One	thing	we	did	hear,	however,	was	the	
apology	that	Russell	made	to	Dawn	when	we	all	went	in	from	recess.	
	
Floyd’s	gone	now,	but	for	us	back	then	and	our	little	sixth-grade	minds,	he	
represented	justice,	equality,	and	a	refuge	from	bullies.	
	
No,	of	course	he	was	no	Martin	Luther	King,	or	Nelson	Mandela,	or	Mother	Theresa.			
	
But	looking	back,	I	find	it	good	to	know	that	wherever	we	are	placed,	there	is	an	
opportunity	to	provide	a	sanctuary	for	anyone.	This	could	mean	in	times	of	
oppression	and	injustice,	intolerance	and	marginalization,	or	in	times	of	eighth-
grader	tyranny.			We	are	all	given	the	opportunity	to	stand	for	the	cause	of	justice.	
	
So	how	do	we	do	this?		What	are	some	keys	will	help	us	to	open	our	own	lives	to	be	
a	sanctuary	for	others?	
	
Prayer	
	
The	story	is	found	in	John,	Chapter	8		
	
The	Pharisees	had	just	dragged	a	woman	“caught	in	the	act”	out	into	the	street	
towards	the	temple,	others	followed,	some	out	of	gruesome	curiosity	and	others	out	
of	disgust	and	rage.			
		
Was	this	the	makings	of	a	stoning?	they	thought.		Some	might	have	even	picked	up	
rocks	as	they	followed.	
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It	really	wasn’t	all	that	hard	to	form	a	mob;	some	people	just	don’t	need	much	to	get	
them	angry.			To	them,	this	woman	represented	everything	that	was	wrong	in	their	
world.		Their	oppression	at	the	hands	of	the	Romans	was	because	of	women	like	this	
who	can’t	seem	to	control	themselves.		The	reason	for	no	Messiah?	-Because	we	
have	“SIN	in	our	own	camp.”			How	can	we	ever	be	rid	of	God’s	wrath	on	us	if	we	
have	to	constantly	deal	with	the	likes	of	these	God	forsaken	wretches?	
	
Everything	that	went	bad,	every	misery	of	life,	and	every	disaster	was	usually	
blamed	on	those	who,	in	their	minds,	were	not	living	up	to	God’s	laws.	
	
This	trailing	crowd	was	exactly	what	the	Pharisees	and	scribes	wanted	as	they	
pushed	the	woman	in	front	of	Jesus.			The	text	says	that	they	made	her	stand	in	front	
of	all	who	were	there.			
	
You	see,	with	their	little	parade,	they	had	busted	up	what	was	a	quiet	gathering	of	
people	who	had	come	to	listen	to	Jesus	teach	in	the	temple	court.	
	
And	there	she	was,	frightened,	ashamed	and	powerless,	surrounded	by	a	mob	who	
barely	knew	her	yet	was	ready	to	extinguish	her	life	because	it	seemed	justified	in	
their	eyes.	
	
The	voices	of	the	priests	were	intrusive	and	loud.	
	
John 8:4 
“Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery.5 In the Law Moses 
commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?” 
       
Now,	everyone	knew	Jesus	to	be	a	great	healer	and	teacher	–	but	they	had	yet	to	see	
one	of	his	greatest	gifts,	to	see	past	the	superficial	and	deep	into	the	heart	of	a	
person.	
	
So	while	everyone,	including	his	disciples,	was	waiting	for	his	response	to	this	
incredibly	intense	situation,	Jesus	does	something	that	is	beyond	“cool	headed.”	
Jesus	bends	down	and	starts	to	write	in	the	dust.		
	
Now	before	you	think	that	he’s	just	stalling	and	trying	to	gather	his	thoughts,	
remember	this	is	Jesus,	the	one	who	sees	past	our	walls.	Don’t	worry,	his	thoughts	
are	well	gathered.	
	
The	Pharisees	pushed	him	again	to	give	them	an	answer;	the	crowd	was	waiting.		
Jesus	stood	up,	looked	around	at	everyone	there	and	calmly	said,	“Let	anyone	of	you	
who	is	without	sin	be	the	first	to	throw	a	stone	at	her.”	
	
He	then	bent	down	and	again	started	writing	in	the	dust.		John	never	tells	us	what	he	
wrote;	it	just	says	that,	starting	with	the	oldest	on	down	to	the	youngest,	the	crowd	
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begins	to	leave.			Perhaps	that	was	the	whole	point;	that	whatever	was	written	down	
was	as	temporal	and	fleeting	as	the	next	gust	of	wind	that	blew	by.		
	
But	we	might	have	a	clue	as	to	why	everyone	left	the	scene	so	abruptly.	This	
incident	happened	right	after	Yom	Kippur,	the	most	holy	day	of	Jewish	life.	
Everyone	would	have	been	familiar	with	this	text.	Let	me	read	it	to	you	the	way	a	
young	Jewish	boy	might	have	memorized	it:	
	
Oh	YHVH,	the	Mikveh	(Baptizer)	of	Israel,	all	those	who	leave	your	way	shall	be	put	
to	shame,	those	who	turn	aside	from	my	ways	will	have	their	names	written	in	the	
dust	and	blotted	out,	for	they	have	departed	from	YHVH,	the	fountain	of	living	
water.	
	
Somehow,	I	think	Jesus	was	well	aware	of	the	Scriptures	memorized	and	freshly	on	
the	minds	of	those	Pharisees	that	day.		When	they	finally	realized	what	Jesus	was	
doing	as	he	moved	his	finger	through	the	dust,	it	didn’t	take	them	long	to	put	it	all	
together.			
	
Yes,	Jesus	had	provided	a	sanctuary	for	this	woman	accused	and	threatened,	but	
before	he	could	even	listen	to	her,	he	needed	to	defuse	the	volatile	animosity	of	the	
crowd.	To	do	that,	he	had	to	appeal	to	the	motivators	of	their	hatred.	
	
So	in	a	sense,	this	was	an	invitation	to	those	Pharisees	and	Scribes,	to	pull	down	
their	walls	of	jealousy,	pride,	and	self-promotion.		Their	lives	could	have	changed	
that	day	had	they	stayed	and	allowed	Jesus	to	heal	their	hearts.		However,	admitting	
defeat	was	one	thing;	confessing	their	sins	was	quite	another.		
	
After	the	“ring	leaders”	left	the	scene,	the	rest	of	the	crowd	followed	suit	until	finally	
all	that	was	left	was	Jesus	and	this	woman—still	standing,	still	holding	her	head	in	
shame.	
	
She	probably	hadn’t	even	opened	her	eyes,	and	the	only	sounds	she	might	have	
recognized	were	he	sounds	of	people	walking	away	and	stones	hitting	the	ground.		
	
Jesus	is	no	longer	writing	as	he	stands	up	beside	the	woman.	“Look	around,”	he	says,	
“is	there	anyone	here	who	condemns	you?”	
	
It’s	interesting	that	the	only	one	who	really	could	throw	the	first	stone	was	still	
there,	but	as	she	looked	into	his	eyes,	she	knew	that	he	was	different	than	any	man	
she	had	ever	encountered.	
	
Jesus	had	become	a	sanctuary	for	her.		While	her	heart	was	trembling,	she	had	felt	
how	he	was	able	to	defuse	the	angry	mob	and	see	through	their	evil	intentions.	
When	everyone	else	had	gone	and	her	eyes	were	finally	opened,	she	saw	the	way	
God	really	sees	her.		Past	her	guilt	and	shame	–	she	now	understood	that	her	life	
didn’t	have	to	be	defined	by	the	things	she	was	running	from.		She	no	longer	needed	
to	run,	to	hide	in	fear.		Her	salvation	was	standing	right	in	front	of	her.	
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It’s	interesting	to	note	that	when	a	fugitive	finally	reached	a	city	of	refuge	and	
requested	sanctuary,	the	priest	would,	in	a	way,	become	his	judge	and	his	advocate.		
Even	if	he	actually	did	kill	someone,	if	the	priest	found	him	to	have	no	malicious	or	
premeditated	intent,	then	the	fugitive	could	stay	in	the	town	under	the	safety	of	the	
priest.		What’s	even	more	incredible	is	that	the	fugitive	not	only	lives	under	the	
protection	of	the	priest,	but	literally	under	the	care	of	the	priest’s	household.		It’s	as	
if	he	becomes	one	of	his	family.			
	
So,	when	Jesus	asks	the	woman,	“Is	there	anyone	here	who	condemns	you?”	he	is	
giving	her	the	opportunity	to	see	him	as	more	than	just	someone	who	has	delivered	
her	from	the	angry	mob.		Like	the	priest	in	the	City	of	Refuge,	he	offers	her	a	whole	
new	life,	and	he	liberates	her	from	whatever	is	in	her	past.	
	
It	would	be	disingenuous	to	the	text	for	us	to	think	that	Jesus	was	charging	the	
woman	to	go	and	never	sin	again.	So	instead	of	reading	it:	
	
“Neither	do	I	condemn	you;	now	go	and	sin	no	more,”	we	might	find	a	closer	
meaning	in:	
	
“Now	that	you	see	that	I’m	not	your	condemner,	make	a	fresh	start	and	stop	
wandering	down	this	road	that	leads	nowhere.”	
	
These	last	words	of	Jesus	were	never	meant	to	be	marching	orders	given	to	a	broken	
woman	who	now	just	needed	to	stop	sinning.		No,	this	was	an	invitation	of	hope	and	
compassion	for	her	to	now	live	her	life	within	the	grace,	truth,	and	acceptance	of	
Jesus.		
	
This	is	all	the	Bible	says	about	what	happened	there	beside	those	temple	steps.	
However,	church	tradition	tells	us	that	this	woman	became	one	of	Jesus’s	closest	
followers.			And	just	like	he	was	a	sanctuary	for	her	that	day,	we	might	guess	she	in	
time	became	a	sanctuary	for	others.	
	
Back	in	November,	our	family	had	taken	a	trip	up	to	the	Outer	Banks	of	North	
Carolina	for	my	nephew’s	wedding.		As	the	day	of	the	wedding	was	approaching,	so	
was	Hurricane	Matthew.			All	the	meteorologists	said	that	the	storm	should	miss	us,	
and	they	were	right.	The	wedding	on	the	beach	was	sunny	and	calm.		That	evening,	
however,	was	a	different	story.		With	no	warning	whatsoever,	I	woke	up	to	gale	
force	winds	pelting	the	side	of	the	house	where	we	were	staying.		I	quickly	ran	
downstairs	to	see	outside	and	found	our	car	already	in	four	inches	of	water.	
	
Our	flights	to	Orlando	were	scheduled	for	that	afternoon,	and	I	knew	if	we	didn’t	
leave	now,	it	wouldn’t	be	long	before	they’d	close	the	main	bridge,	and	no	one	would	
get	off	the	Island.		I	don’t	think	I	ever	saw	my	family	pack	that	fast	in	my	life.	
	
It	was	2	am,	and	we	were	driving	through	some	parts	of	the	road	that	actually	had	
waves	on	the	water.	I	thought,	If	we	can	just	make	it	to	the	bridge,	we	should	be	good.		
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Well,	we	did	make	it	to	the	bridge,	but	after	we	made	it	on	to	the	mainland,	it	was	
actually	worse.		By	now,	the	wind	and	rain	was	horizontal,	and	it	felt	like	we	were	
driving	in	one	of	those	apocalyptic	movies	where	everything	is	crashing	down	all	
around	you,	and	you	just	barely	make	it	through	the	next	falling	building.	
	
I	was	right	about	one	thing	though:	just	30	minutes	after	we	had	crossed	the	bridge,	
the	police	had	closed	it	down.		I	knew	that	because,	after	we	got	about	10	miles	
down	the	road,	we	came	to	this	huge	tree	that	had	just	blown	down,	making	that	
road	impossible	to	continue	on.		So,	we	came	all	the	way	back,	needing	to	take	
another	route.		With	none	of	our	phones	working	and	no	detailed	map	of	the	area,	
we	found	ourselves	desperately	seeking	some	road	that	would	lead	us	inland.		Trees	
would	be	down	or	roads	would	be	flooded,	and	each	time	we	would	try	and	make	it	
through.			
	
There	was	one	time	after	about	five	hours	of	taking	back	roads	and	doubling	back	
that	Tami	and	I	just	looked	at	ourselves	and	said,	“We	are	those	people.”		You	know,	
those	people	you	see	on	the	news	footage	during	a	hurricane	with	their	cars	in	the	
middle	of	the	river,	and	they’re	trying	to	paddle	back	to	safety.	That’s	what	it	was	
starting	to	look	like.	
	
I	thought	to	myself,	What	did	I	get	my	family	into?	
	
It	was	about	11:30,	and	we	finally	made	it	to	a	small	town	that	was	actually	on	the	
map	we	had.		There	was	a	small	gas	station	with	a	convenience	store	and	a	couple	of	
police	cars	in	the	parking	lot.		It	was	the	first	feeling	of	refuge	that	I	had	felt	in	a	long	
time.		I	said	to	one	of	the	officers	inside,	“So	how	do	the	roads	look	to	Raleigh?”		
	
“To	Raleigh!”	he	laughed,	“You’re	not	leaving	this	town;	everything	is	flooded.”	
	
I	didn’t	want	to	believe	him;	he	didn’t	even	believe	me	when	I	told	him	we	just	come	
from	the	Outer	Banks.		We	got	in	our	cars	and	drove	a	little	further	through	town,	
and	then	I	saw	what	the	officer	was	talking	about:	a	literal	river	four	to	five	feet	
deep	was	flowing	right	over	the	highway.		
	
All	this	way,	all	the	driving	around	trees,	through	flooded	roads,	and	now	we	had	
come	to	an	impasse.		I	went	back	to	that	little	convenience	store,	walked	in,	and	just	
literally	blurted	out	loud	to	all	who	were	there,	“Is	there	anyone	here	who	knows	a	
way	around	this	river	flowing	through	the	middle	of	town?”	
	
I	waited	to	see	if	anyone	would	come	to	my	aid.	They	all	just	looked	at	me	and	then	
went	back	to	standing	in	line	to	pay	for	their	gas	and	snacks.	
	
I	waited	a	little	longer	and	then	headed	back	to	my	car.	On	the	way	out	the	door,	an	
old	scruffy	man	tapped	me	on	the	shoulder.		“Hey,”	he	said,	“I’m	hauling	a	trailer	
with	a	generator	on	it	that	I’m	trying	to	get	to	a	friend	of	mine.		I	know	a	few	back	
roads	if	you	think	you	can	follow	me.”	
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He	was	all	we	had,	so	I	got	back	in	the	car,	and	we	all	followed	him	out	of	blind	trust.		
It’s	funny,	after	all	we	had	been	through,	none	of	the	back	roads	he	took	us	on	were	
nearly	as	bad	as	the	ones	we	had	taken	just	a	few	hours	before.		When	he	finally	got	
us	back	to	the	highway,	I	said,	“I	don’t	know	how	you	did	it,	but	we	are	extremely	
grateful.	Is	there	anything	I	can	give	you	for	your	trouble?”	
	
“Trouble?”	he	said,	“This	was	no	trouble;	I	was	going	this	way	anyway.”	
	
When	we	finally	made	it	back	to	the	airport,	we	found	that	our	flight	was	delayed	for	
four	hours.	We	didn’t	care!	We	just	laughed	and	said,	“Hey,	were	alive!”	
	
Whether	we	want	to	admit	it	or	not,	we	are	not	able	to	make	it	on	our	own.		
	
There	is	true	sanctuary	to	be	had	in	knowing	that,	as	we	journey	in	this	life,	we	are	
not	alone.	We	have	each	other,	and	we	have	the	One	who	truly	is	able	to	accomplish	
all	things. 
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8.12.17 
 
 
1.  As we look at the story found in John 8, there were three groups 
of people who all watched to see how Jesus would respond: the 
priests and the angry mob with their selfish intentions, the onlookers 
with their ambivalence and uncertainty, and the woman caught in 
her shame. No matter how big or small the incident, I'm sure you've 
been in each of those situations at least one time in your life.  What 
was it that brought you back to seeing your life in a different way? 
 
2.  What would be your City of Refuge today? 
 
3.  Jesus approached the woman's shame and fear in three different 
ways: 

• He helped her understand that he didn't see her the way she 
saw herself, 

• He showed her that her life didn't have to be stuck in the 
same old way of thinking, and  

• He cleared away her reason to be defensive and fearful.   
What approach would've been most effective for you, and why? 
 
4.  As you look at the people in your life, are there ways where you 
could be a sanctuary for them, and how would you go about being 
that? 
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was it that brought you back to seeing your life in a different way? 
 
2.  What would be your City of Refuge today? 
 
3.  Jesus approached the woman's shame and fear in three different 
ways: 

• He helped her understand that he didn't see her the way she 
saw herself, 

• He showed her that her life didn't have to be stuck in the 
same old way of thinking, and  

• He cleared away her reason to be defensive and fearful.   
What approach would've been most effective for you, and why? 
 
4.  As you look at the people in your life, are there ways where you 
could be a sanctuary for them, and how would you go about being 
that? 
	


