March 15, 2009

THIRD SUNDAY OF LENT – Cycle A Scrutiny Readings

Fr. Jim Deiters

(Each year for the Third, Fourth, and Fifth Sundays of Lent, our parish uses the cycle A readings so that the whole parish is connected to the Scrutiny experience of the Elect preparing for the Easter sacraments)

One of the benefits of ‘technological globalization’ is that we have easy access of knowing what is going on in any and every part of the world at any given time.  The down side of this same blessing is that we are constantly bombarded with usually bad news about people and places we hardly knew of before.  For example, on any basic computer homepage, the news is updated every few minutes encouraging us to be ‘news junkies’ with data to fill up our insatiable mind. While some of this can be very helpful, lately I have become more aware than ever of how many of the news reports are about the sins in people’s lives.  Deep down we like to know about OTHER people’s sins so that our own will not seem so bad.  Acknowledging corruption and sin ‘far away’ keeps the reporters out of our own finances and bedrooms.
And so we can be disgusted about the investment broker stealing billions of dollars… so that we can look away from any of our own ways of ‘working the system’ to make an extra dollar.  We can get upset about some corrupt government leader in a foreign land who is committing genocide…to help us avoid thinking about any of our own prejudices.  People get some strange satisfaction of hearing about someone else being brought down from power for their inappropriate sexual behavior…while one may not be willing to admit their own improper conduct.
Keeping it all at a distance, focusing on the dirty laundry elsewhere, gossiping about the terrible things of others…makes us feel safer… as we go another month or year without a challenging personal examination of conscience as to the things that are sinful in our own life.
This is what struck me this week as I thought about this powerful story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well.  On one level it is a story of Jesus ‘thirsting’ for the woman’s conversion and the woman’s thirst for a new life.  But as the Church gives us this scripture for both the Elect and ourselves to make a full conversion during Lent, on a deeper level it is a story in which Jesus reveals how very PERSONAL he wants to get with us in our relationship with God
The woman tries to keep the conversation on ‘surface’ topics ‘outside’ of herself, talking about the ageless conflict between Jews and Gentiles…and the timeless sexist discrimination between women and men.  But Jesus gets to the core of what he wants – her happiness through a conversion to him – by challenging her to talk about very personal issues going on in her life.
THIS is the crux of what we call a scrutiny, looking very deep into our personal lives as to what we really need to change or let go of in order to live in the freedom and holiness we are called to.  A scrutiny challenges us to ‘turn off’ the news about other people’s sins and face our own.  This Sunday we scrutinize our lives in terms of this story about ‘thirsting’ for new life; the next two Sunday’s scriptures go even deeper into other areas of our life with two other scrutiny questions, again requiring a very personal examination of our daily life.
None of this can happen here in church during Mass alone.  It will require us to spend some extra time in prayer…with a heart-to-heart conversation with Jesus about the hard questions of what we are really looking for in life, what kind of false gods are keeping us thirsting for more, and which empty wells are we tired of going to for insatiable water.  Sometimes we come to prayer with general petitions for the world, our government, the poor, and our Church.  But this holy woman at the well invites us to take the risk of having a much more in-depth conversation with Jesus about some very personal issues in our life that need to be addressed and changed.  She shows us that at first it can be very intimidating when we realize that Jesus already knows us better than we know ourselves.  
In prayer, God is the motivator who probes us to be willing to admit to ourselves what it is that is keeping us from being the best person we can possibly BE!  Then Jesus gently fills in the emptiness and thirsts in our life with his life-giving water and Spirit.  In the story, the ‘well’ represents our prayer life – a place to go and have a one-on-one conversation with God.  The conversation we have will be very different for each of us, as God will invite you and I to stop living on the ‘surface’ of life for awhile and face the deeper issues that need healed and forgiven within our heart.  Let us prepare for these scrutiny petitions we are about to pray… by taking a deep breath and imagine our self face to face with Jesus himself…willing to admit that we are thirsting for something much greater than what our world can offer us…let us kneel
(kneel as the scrutiny prayers are sung by cantor)
