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Oil & Wine  Seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time   22 February 2009
• Is 43:18-19, 21-22, 24b-25  • Ps 41 (40):2-5, 12-14  • 2 Cor 1:18-22  • Mark 2:1-12

Today’s gospel is one of Mark’s longest and most vivid narratives of healing and forgiveness, inviting us into its truth to identify with its characters – both attractive and unattractive. Jesus is in the house, probably that of Simon Peter’s in Capernaum, and a flood of people has flowed into every available space around him. Into this scene arrive four men carrying their paralysed friend. No one is going to budge to make way for this person with a disability who has to surrender to others’ arms and legs. But strong faith is imaginative, and so the four friends decide that it will be easier to dismantle part of the daub and clay roof typical of Palestinian houses than dislodge the substantial bodies crowding outside and inside the house. In the household of the church, backs can still be selfishly turned on those with great needs who seems to be intruding on the community’s comfort zone especially at the Sunday Eucharist – the time and event where those with physical and intellectual disabilities should be most welcome.
Lifted up by his friends, the paralytic and his mat of a bed is then lowered into the midst of the household assembly. He has surely never been more of a beggar! But thanks to his friends, the one who was on the fringes is now right in the middle of things, the place where Mark wants his community to place the sick and marginalised. This is often how the journey to healing and forgiveness begins: with the support of friends and trust in them. It is not difficult to visualize the gaping hole and the gaping, wary faces of the friends as they gaze at the scene below through the dust and debris for which they are responsible. Jesus first attention is to the friends, not the paralytic: “Seeing their faith…” Jesus does not immediately work a miracle of physical healing, the probable expectation of the crowds after the busy ‘day at Capernaum’ as the first chapter of Mark’s gospel can be described. Rather, he speaks words of forgiveness to the paralytic. He is not speaking about the origin of the man’s sickness, not associating this with sinfulness. After all, the man does not leap up when Jesus says that his sins are forgiven! What Jesus is doing is proclaiming gently to “My son” that everyone is in need of forgiveness, even the scribes who are no doubt dusting themselves down physically from the remnants of the roof and yet whose hearts are filled with the debris of judgement of Jesus that, for the moment, they murmur silently to themselves. Forgiveness of sin is considered the prerogative of God, as the last verse of the reading from Second Isaiah proclaims in today’s first reading, and for Jesus to dare to claim this almost amounts to blasphemy (cf. also Ex 34:6-7a). 

The inner transformation of the paralytic is not visible to the crowd, so Jesus manifests his authority by the physical healing of the man. Two aspects of Jesus’ ministry come together: forgiveness and healing. With a dignity very different from his undignified descent, the man rises up in this ‘resurrection’ moment, takes up his mat, and with confidence returns home to a new future that had been unimaginable to his paralysed, exiled self. Forgiveness is always a homecoming, and before him the crowds part in awe and praise. The repeated mention of the man’s mat that Jesus tells him to “take up” might make us wonder… Did he just drag it home with him as a memento of this extraordinary event? Or did he keep it as a reminder of his befriending by both Jesus and his four companions so that he was urged by this memory to befriend others and carry them into the healing and forgiving presence of Jesus? This is the challenge to Mark’s community and to ours: to join faith and action in our lives; to befriend rather than judge; to be imaginative in this befriending; and to avoid insidious, silent judgement of others, especially those whom we are tempted to crowd out of the church because they are ‘different’ to us. The responsorial Psalm in today’s liturgy describes the beatitude that God offers firstly to those who have concern not for the divine glory, but for the poor and the weak, and especially when this is due to sickness of body or soul, for it is in such human poverty that the divine power is hidden. This is a reflection of God’s own concern, and so a sharing in God’s own righteousness. 
The first reading from Second Isaiah is an encouragement to the Babylonian exiles to leave their past and trust in their God who will do “a new thing” for them by bringing them home from exile. Isaiah uses lyrical imagery for this return: God will cut a new road in the wilderness along which the people will sing their joyful way home, praising God. 
 God will also provide a way for us to come home out of the exile of sin and through the wastelands of human experience. In Jesus, God did the most radical and daring ‘new thing.’ As individuals and as church, we need to dare to imagine the new, redeemed possibilities of our life in Christ. An inordinate attachment to the past, a nostalgic refusal to move forward – a temptation for some of the exiles who had settled down and accommodated themselves to life in Babylon – is very different from a faithful reverence for tradition. The former affirms our identity and commitment to the new things of our ever renewing God; the latter makes us blind to and complacent about them. This year we celebrate fifty years since John XXIII called the Second Vatican Council on 25 January 1959 (an event which seems to have been largely and unfortunately unremarked upon), naming it in his prayer for the Council as “a new Pentecost.” Is this then the year to remember again and again that the Holy Spirit cannot be controlled? As Fr Daniel Leary wrote in a recent article in The Table about “The Defining Moment” of Vatican II:
The first casualties of organizational fear are imagination and courage. Insecurity, understandable enough these days, leads to uniformity, rigid rites and rubrics… people are still waiting for signs of a more humane, repentant, spiritual and ecumenical Church. They long for a Church that is more open and less certain. Above all, a Church that creates a new vision for tomorrow from the fragments of yesterday’s triumphs.

The risen Christ of Calvary, he adds, taught us other ways of growing – by subtraction.
The reading from the beginning of Paul’s Second Letter to the Corinthians is his vigorous defence of his apostolic leadership of this church.  From within the church he has been criticized for vacillating, for delaying his visit to Corinth, for acting according to human standards, and so as someone who should not be trusted. Paul, of course, is upset by these unjust accusations which are all the more painful because they come from within the Corinthian church community. What Paul and his companions, Silvanus and Timothy, proclaim is the unambiguous and full affirmation of the gospel, the “Yes” spoken by Jesus Christ to every one of the promises of God of whom he is the greatest and most faithful. Despite the tensions among the Corinthians, they are called to be a community in Christ so that through him can offer their “Amen,” their “Yes” to God. In baptism, says Paul, God has anointed and sealed them with the Holy Spirit as a pledge both of their Christian identity and God’s faithfulness to them. This sealing is a first instalment of the full payment that will come when, as we all hope, God speaks a final “Yes” to us at the end of our own biological life and the end of human and cosmic history.
Sometimes what seems an overwhelming presence of evil in the world, failures in social and ecclesial leadership, disillusionment with ourselves and others, may make us wonder if God is keeping the divine promises. But just as tensions and failures in Paul’s life and communities did not shake his faith, so also the good news of Jesus, the presence of the Christian community, and the experience of the Spirit in the depth of our hearts should ground us in the fidelity of the Promise Maker.
Benedict does not expect us to be as dramatic in our ‘carrying’ of others as were the four friends, but he has a deep conviction that there must be a daily ‘carrying’ of one another’s burdens when he writes that his monks “should bear one another’s weaknesses of body and character with the utmost patience” (RB 72.5). Not to carry one another in this way can contribute to a creeping spiritual ‘paralysis.’ Benedict realises that everyone has his or her idiosyncrasies or weaknesses, and by experience we know the wisdom of making the effort of the mutual, patient acceptance that is necessary for the health of a community or family. Such acceptance is not always easy, but it is a necessary way of saying our “Yes” to God in Christ that both Paul and Benedict affirm.

