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“He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her.”
With those words from John 8:7, Jesus gave the world – and his followers – a

challenge that still leaves even the most judgmental among us tongue-tied and
ashamed.

O the simplicity of it – the mirror held up to our face so that we can see our
true enemy: Not the sin committed by our neighbor, but the sin committed by
ourselves.

But this lesson has to be learned over and over again.
Jesus used his words to help save the life of “the woman taken in adultery”

from the wrath of the God-fearing Hebrew community that wanted to cleanse
itself of “impurity” by stoning her to death.

Today, those same words might be used to help save the reputation of “the
woman taken hostage” – Ashley Smith, the hero who helped to bring fugitive
killer Brian Nichols to justice last March.

This remarkable woman, a 26-year-old single mom whose husband had been
killed four years earlier in an act of violence, had used a Bible lesson from the
best-seller “The Purpose Driven Life” to help bring Nichols to conscience – to
help him lift the mirror to his own face so he could see himself as he really was.

And instead of becoming just another statistic – victim No. 5 – as Brian
Nichols went on his deadly spree, Smith became something much more, a sym-
bol of divine intervention, a confirmation that God has a purpose for all of us –
hard as it is sometimes to see.
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But it turns out the story was even more complicated than we knew. It turns
out that Ashley Smith wasn’t just the instrument of divine grace; she was also
the recipient of it. It turns out that a mirror was being held up to Ashley Smith’s
face, too, and she didn’t like what she saw.

Indeed, we find out now that Smith’s own life was spinning out of control
long before Brian Nichols had forced his way into her apartment that fateful
night in March. Smith, who seemed like such a solid rock in the days immedi-
ately following her hostage ordeal, was in fact an active drug addict, a woman
who had been weak and selfish in the years following the murder of her hus-
band, who had flunked out of drug rehab, and who could not even trust herself
to raise her own young daughter.

In a new memoir – aptly titled “Unlikely Angel” – Smith reveals for the first
time that she did not just share the words of Rick Warren’s “Purpose Driven
Life” with Brian Nichols; she also gave him crystal meth that she kept in her
house and had used as recently as the night before. Turns out that she was on
the same road of reckless self-destruction as her captor – only traveling at a dif-
ferent speed.

On account of this revelation, there has been a tendency among both skeptics
and the faithful to dismiss her claim that God had worked through her to bring
Nichols to surrender. Non-believers scathingly dismiss her as just one more
hypocritical Christian who falls short of the glory of God. And pious churchgo-
ers, for their own part, might be tempted to equate her weakness with unworthi-
ness.

The exact opposite, of course, is true. Her weakness is what draws God to
her, just as Jesus went to the blind and lame, the sinners and the publicans. As
Jesus told the Pharisees when they questioned why he broke bread with sinners:
“They that be whole need not a physician, but they that are sick.”

It turns out that Ashley Smith was a very sick woman. Anyone who has ever
seen the results of meth addiction, or really any kind of addiction, already
knows that.

But the good news for all of us is that sickness, even moral sickness, does not
rule us out from the grace of God. The Bible is full of such stories, whether it
be King David, who tempered his selfishness with lust, or St. Paul, who merci-
lessly hunted down Christians before he became one himself. The lesson is
clear. Imperfect people can become better, once they accept the will of God.

Ashley Smith had that revelation the night she shared pancakes and meth
with a man who was wanted for murder. In fact, she now marks her healing
from that day, maybe from the moment when Brian Nichols offered to let her
use some of her own crystal meth and she turned it down because she felt the
eyes of God on her. She hasn’t used it again since.

“It’s hard for people to understand the miracle of the story,” she told her
hometown newspaper in Augusta, GA. “This was totally a God thing, to me in
my life. This was God getting my attention, going, ‘I’m going to give you one

27



more chance.’ ”
It may be hard for some people to understand, but for those of us who have

ever walked a ways down a dark path, consumed with hatred or self-pity per-
haps, and then seen the light ahead, and walked toward the light, and been
showered with the light, and danced in the light, it is not really too hard.

The old slave-ship captain said it best when he looked back on his life of cru-
elty and saw how far he had come from what he had been:

Amazing grace! How sweet the sound
That saved a wretch like me!
I once was lost, but now am found;
Was blind, but now I see.”
It is easy – too easy, and too tempting – to look over the fence and see how

our neighbors come up short. But as long as we are looking at someone else’s
shortcomings, we are probably blind to our own.

“He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone...”
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