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One of my greatest priest mentors, whom I have spoken about before, was Fr. Jerome Feldman, who died about 10 years ago.  I spent a couple of summers with him as a seminarian and credit a lot of my style of pastoring on his example of hospitality and spirituality.  One of his passions was playing the piano and singing what he called ‘old-fashion’ Jesus hymns like “How Great Thou Art.”  Early every morning around 6 o’clock I would hear him singing out from the depths of his soul another song about God’s great love and I could not imagine someone being closer to God than he was.  In one of my visits with him when he was near death, I walked into his room and was surprised to see him sitting up in the chair with his eyes closed and a smile on his face.  I just stood there for awhile watching him and then asked, ‘Father, what are you doing sitting up and acting so happy about?”  He opened his eyes and said, “Oh…, I am just sitting here… and letting God love me.” 
That image of him praying, letting God love him, has comforted me over the years when I start to get caught up in thoughts of my unworthiness and my sins.  While we usually think of God’s MERCY in terms of our need for forgiveness, God’s Mercy is primarily rooted in his LOVE for us!  Mercy then is at work on various levels in our life.  First, God’s Mercy makes us AWARE of our sins since, in his love, God sees how much damage our sin does to us.  Then, God’s mercy is what wipes away our sins; and thirdly, his mercy embraces us in love to help us see our inner goodness.  In a sense, these are three phases of prayer: recognizing our sin, believing in God’s forgiveness, and then just ‘letting’ God love us.
The prophet Isaiah share with us in today’s first reading his own experience of how God looks upon us with mercy and love.  He is speaking to the people who have indeed sinned greatly against God, with false idols and other forms of unfaithfulness.  They have now been set free from their Babylonian captivity and Isaiah reveals to them the way God’s mercy wipes away all the sins of the past.  God himself says to the people, “I wipe out your offenses… and your sins I remember no more.”  God challenges the people to forget the terrible things of their past and see how God is doing something completely NEW for them!
Much of the time, especially during times of life’s transitions, it is very difficult for us to imagine a new, brighter future for ourselves.  The habits and routines of our daily life seem too difficult to change.  But all the while, God is imagining a new beginning for us.  Part of our problem is that we do not spend time using our imagination to DREAM new possibilities!  Or if we do, we don’t trust our imagination.  The devil likes to beat down any of our dreams for new beginnings and prefers for us to get stuck on bad thoughts about our self.  
Meanwhile, God is saying to US like he did to the Israelites, “Your sins of the past I remember no more; I am doing something new” with you!  About 500 years after Isaiah proclaimed this message, Jesus arrives in his home town of Capernaum offering the same message, but this time with physical signs of healing to accompany his forgiveness of sin.  Imagine for a moment, the paralytic on the mat.  The writer Mark does not tell us anything about the person except for their paralysis.  It may have been a child or teenager with a debilitating illness; maybe it was a woman who had a stroke; or a man with a form of Parkinson’s or MS. 
The person in the story represents anyone who feels paralyzed, physically, spiritually, or mentally, who needs a ‘new beginning’ with God’s grace.  Notice that Jesus first heals the most debilitating part of the person’s life, which is sin.  The person was probably told over and over that their illness was because of their sin and eventually believed it and saw themselves as a bad person.  The burden of sin truly debilitates us from living out the fullness of our potential as sons and daughters of God!  Forgiveness is the greatest healing that Jesus came to bring to each person in the world.  The physical healings that sometimes accompanied his forgiveness is what got the most attention however, and at first the people came to know him only as a miracle worker.
But those who actually experienced Jesus’ power were changed, NOT just physically, but most of them became his ardent followers in faith.  We come to this Eucharist, each of us with our own ‘paralysis’ of some sort…, maybe stuck in the past…, some unable to move out of an addiction…, maybe paralyzed with fear or depression.  The community of believers around us in the pews is like the people who brought the paralytic to Jesus, carrying us on a ‘mat of faith’ to this person JESUS whom we have come to know as the fullness of God’s Mercy.
As we prepare for Lent, which begins on Wednesday, one thing we may need to ‘give up’ this Lent is something from our past that is still a burden upon us, something that has been paralyzing us from living in joy and peace.  It may just take 40 days to really ‘let go’ of that past sin, hurt, or anger.  Lent is a time to reflect on the power of God’s Mercy…, a time to be aware of our sins…, allow God to forgive and heal us…, and then finding time to just sit still…and let God love us.
