FOURTH SUNDAY OF LENT ‘A’

 Today we celebrate the beginning of the Fourth Week of Lent.  We have survived for three weeks, and have three more to live.  The Church has always noted the halfway point of Advent and Lent with a hopeful message in the Opening Prayer of the Masses for the Fourth Sundays.  Today’s prayer began: “Father of peace, we are joyful in your Word, your Son Jesus Christ, who reconciles us to you.  Let us hasten toward Easter with the eagerness of faith and love.”

And if the parish owned a set of pink vestments, the Fourth Sundays of Advent and of Lent are the two weekends each year that they are worn by the priest.  Fortunately, the parish does not own a set of pink vestments!

One commentator writes: “I have never been able to reconcile the long faces some of us put on in Lent with the prayers that describe this as a joyful season.”  My brother Pete recently sent me a poem he found on The Writers’ Almanac by Garrison Keillor.  The poem is called “Lenten Dissent” by Cherie Lashway.  I will share it with you in honor of Pete, as today is his birthday:

There once was a logger named Paddy O’Connell, who at lunch during Lent found himself at McDonalds.

And had just settled down to his Big Mac and fries, when along came his priest, much to both their surprise.

The priest said to Paddy, “Just what are you eating? In this season of Lent, I sure hope you’re not cheating.”

Paddy said to the Father, “I’ll tell you no lies.  I’m enjoying a Big Mac, along with some fries.”

The priest said to Paddy, “I see no repentance.  Because of this sin, you will have to do penance.

By Friday or sooner, I say that you should, for our fireplace, deliver a cord of chopped wood.” 

Now our timber man, Paddy, an overworked man, did think to himself, “I don’t think that I can.”

But early on Friday, our priest, he heard shoveling, and looked out the window at Paddy not groveling.

And saw with confusion, dismay and disgust that the wood bin was now almost filled with saw dust.

He called down below, barely hiding his ire: “Hey Paddy, your penance was wood for the fire!”

To which Paddy said, rising up from his work, while wiping his brow and concealing a smirk:

“I’ve brought you a cord, like you said that I should, but if burger be meat, well then sawdust be wood.”

 

Author Michael Whelan has suggested that one of the more noticeable characteristics of human growth is the way our perception of ourselves and our world changes.  One of the signs of a truly mature person is that he or she has learned to perceive what REALLY matters.  In today’s Gospel, the blind man’s perception of himself and his world are blessed with clarity by Jesus.  Like a sacrament, the man born blind points to Jesus and challenges us to share his insight concerning who is the Lord of Light and Life.

The all-seeing Pharisees move to spiritual blindness by putting on the blinkers of the law. Jesus does not fit their worldview.  Meanwhile, the blind beggar, who has had his sight restored, goes on to gain insight about who Jesus is and the way that God works in the world.

The Gospel also contains a critical theological lesson: disability and illness do not come from personal sinfulness.  It is true that God permits us to live in an imperfect world, where we are prone to illness and disability.  But that same world give us the freedom to be creative in the face of adversity, to be compassionate with those who are sick or disabled, and to be free to believe that there is a purpose for each human life.

Lots of sermons or homilies are preached to you from this sanctuary.  Deacon Dave preaches to you once each month, and most of the other preaching comes from me.  But, in my opinion, the best lesson that comes from this sanctuary is from a group of altar servers, usually youth from Sheffield – a couple of Sullivan’s, Schulz’s, or Dalton Streblow, who often serve with Dakota Reason.  The care and concern that those other two servers show for Dakota, allowing him to do everything within his capabilities and keeping him involved as they take care of other tasks, usually brings tears to my eyes.  Their love and compassion and Dakota’s joy show that they have all learned well what really matters.  They challenge me to share in my life the insight of the blind man concerning the Lord of Light and Life.

In Marshalltown, there are two men who have become very close friends, John and Mike.  John is now in his early 80’s, and lost his vision at age 19 in an ammonia accident at his family’s dairy.  Mike is my age.  35 years ago, Mike was riding a horse that stepped into a hole and tripped, and Mike tumbled off head over heels and suffered a spinal cord injury.  Since that moment 35 years ago, Mike has lived paralyzed; he is on a respirator and can move only his eyes and his mouth.

For many years, John and Mike have enjoyed participating in a prayer group that meets each week at Mike’s house.  John is an avid Hawkeye fan and Mike is proud to be a graduate of Iowa State.  So that rivalry is strong between them.

A few years ago, the prayer meeting fell on Mike’s birthday.  So John took Mike a Hawkeye stadium blanket.  John asked his wife to lead him to Mike’s bedside, and he draped the Hawkeye blanket over Mike, the paralyzed Cyclone fan.  Mike’s comment was, “John, for the first time in my life, I wish I was blind!”

These two men have spent most of their lives more handicapped that many of us can even imagine.  Their perception of themselves and their world had to change in order for them to survive.  They are truly mature persons, because they have learned to perceive what really matters.

The man in the Gospel, blind from birth, was able to see himself, the Pharisees, and Jesus as we might see them.  He also gradually came to see them as God sees them, because of his openness to Jesus Christ.  He went beyond healing from physical blindness to seeing all of life by the light of Christ.  Having seen by the light of Christ, he is no longer the sinner to be scorned; he is not longer blinded by his culture’s image of him.  He has been awakened to new possibilities.  He has seen by the light of Christ, and that changes everything.

 

Dakota and his altar server friends are not hindered by Dakota’s handicaps.  Working together, sharing the tasks as they are able, they experience mutual support and great joy together.  

John and Mike in Marshalltown have learned to perceive what really matters.  As a result, they enjoy life and friendship, rather than wasting time in self-pity.

Today’s liturgy is about knowing who we are and who God is in our lives.  That task of the Lenten season is to bring our good humor and compassion to bear on the blind spots in our lives.

When he experienced a glimpse of salvation in Jesus, the blind man grabbed hold of it and declared his faith: “I do believe, Lord.”  This same faith was declared either for us or by us at our baptism.  We are called each day to renew our faith in the one who can bring light into each and every darkness.

Christians are assured a share in the strength of Christ.  Wherever they pass, Christians should cause darkness to recoil, as every word and work of the believer contributes to the advancement of the whole human race.  Preaching and witnessing to the Good News brings liberation, and liberation instills dignity, hope, and joy.  May we perceive what REALLY matters, and proclaim it in all that we say and do!

 
