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February 22, 2009


God Himself tells us today that He is doing something new.  This should never surprise us because from what we know of God, He is infinitely creative and infinitely loving to us.  Because God loves us, He is always trying to find new ways to save us, even now.

Paul Tillich, a theologian, says that the hardest thing about being Christian is accepting that we’re accepted.  It’s the center of our faith: that we are loved, as the paralytic is loved in the gospel today, not because he’s free of sin, not because he’s earned it, but just for who he is, as he is, a paralytic, a wounded man, a man paralyzed as we all are by our faults and limitations.

Ned and Mary met in 1968 at retreat in Santa Cruz, California.  They were strongly attracted to each other almost immediately.  Walking on the beach, Ned did not want Mary to have a mistakenly high impression of him so he confessed something very wrong that he felt detracted from his personality.


Mary’s reaction, which shocked Ned to his core, was to stop walking, throw her arms around him and say, “Oh, Ned, I just love you so much!”  Mary’s expressed love was for the Ned she saw in the present, rather than a Ned who had done wrong in the past.  As the Lord proclaims in Isaiah, “Remember not the events of past, the things of long ago consider not; see, I am doing something new!”  In essence, Mary’s love expressed God’s own forgiveness of Ned’s sins.


Ned heard in Mary’s words, the voice of Jesus, “Child, your sins are forgiven” and was able to forgive himself.  “That was the most lifesaving, life-changing, reassuring, salvific moment of absolution and God’s love that I have ever experienced,” Ned reported in an article on “Experiencing the Divine in our Lives,” which appeared in the National Catholic Reporter on September 5, 2008.


Mary and Ned married several years later and enjoyed a beautiful, lasting and sacred marriage for thirty years, until her death in 2005.  Ned concluded his reflection, “I still hear her voice—and God’s voice—reassuring me with those beautiful, powerful words, ‘Oh, Ned, I love you so much!’”


God often acts through us to offer a visible sign of forgiveness to others so they are able to “rise, pick up [their] mat and go home” to a life of grace and giftedness. 


Fr. Anthony de Mello, a Jesuit spiritual writer, takes this idea further in a little story that he tells about himself. 


I was a neurotic for years.   I was anxious and depressed and selfish.  Everyone kept telling me to change.  I resented them, and I agreed with them, and I wanted to change, but simply couldn’t, no matter how hard I tried.  What hurt the most was that like the others, my best friend kept insisting that I change.  So I felt powerless and trapped.  Then one day, he said to me, “Don’t change.  I love you just as you are.”  Those words were music to my ears: “Don’t change.  I love you as you are.”  I relaxed.  I came alive.  And suddenly I changed!  Now I know that I couldn’t really change until I found someone who would love me whether I changed or not. 


This is how God loves us.  We don’t have to change to be forgiven.  We have to be forgiven to change, otherwise there’s no hope.  We’re not good enough, which of course is what the sacrament of reconciliation is all about.  We confess our sins and ask for forgiveness, and then, miraculously, we are forgiven, on the spot, before we ever do a thing towards our penance. 


As Paul puts it to the Corinthians, the word God says to us is yes.  Yes, we have sinned, yes we are loved. 


It is the acceptance of God’s radical love that led me, a few years ago, to what Parker Palmer, a Quaker, calls “circle of trust”.  I started using the concept of “circle of trust” while meeting with my staff.  The only rules are: no fixing, no judging and no arguing.  It’s amazing what happens, over time, when people are listened to, really listened to and accepted.  Sometimes they start to heal, and sometimes becoming themselves instruments of healing.

The greatest circle of trust, of course, is the Eucharist; it’s what we’re doing now, everyone welcome, everyone forgiven and fed, as Jesus fed the 5000, as Jesus talked with anyone who would talk with him, and healed anyone who asked.


This is also what the Pharisees are resisting in the Gospel today.  This is when they start plotting to kill Jesus, as he heals paralytics and eats with tax collectors and invites the prostitutes to join him.  They can’t accept that they’re accepted, or that anyone else is.  They think that salvation is a contest and that only they have won it.


The funny thing, for me, is that sometimes I get so caught up with the rules, that I forgo the process and overwhelm my staff.  I hate the doubting game, hate that arrogant way of arguing, and so I overreact and get mad in return.  I did this recently, in one of the meetings and I was really frustrated with myself afterwards.  When am I ever going to change? 


“Remember not the events of the past,” Isaiah reassures me, “the things of long ago consider not.  See?  I am doing something new!” This is good advice for people who get caught up in thinking about the historical context of the Bible and what happened way back then and so forget that the real meaning of the stories are here and now, that history is taking place in Federal Way.

But there’s also a psychological truth here. I think that I overreacted and came on too strong because for a moment I had forgotten who I was, a child of God.  For a moment I felt worthless.  So I struck back.  But I’m not worthless, and neither is my staff.  The new thing that God will do and is doing, Isaiah says, is what he has always done, wiping out our offenses, forgetting our sins.  God loves me even when I overreact, even when I talk too much, as I was recently reminded by a Parish staff member.  But as soon as I remember that God loves me, I found in myself the strength to change. I’m not stuck in my own past. Christ can make things new.


Even when my staff is saying no, even when the world is saying no, even when I’m saying no to myself, God is always saying yes.  

This, my friends, is what God is saying to us today, to everyone here, in today’s readings, in the Eucharist, in all the grace that floods our daily lives.  He’s saying, “Yes, you are precious; Yes, you are forgiven; Yes, you are loved”.
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