September 6, 2009

Twenty-Third Sunday in Ordinary Time
Fr. Jim Deiters
One of the great parts about vacation time for me is the opportunity to spend leisurely time in the museums of wherever I am visiting.  Most of the time those are art museums, but last week I was in a history museum that included a photographic and video overview of what took place during World War I and World War II. Believe me, this is not something you want to do if you are depressed or have a weak stomach.  Anyone who knows about those tragic years is aware of the horrific things that took place in our human history.  During World War I, the Soviet Union alone lost more than 2 million soldiers!   We humans have done a lot of violent things toward one another…and we continue to this very day searching for ways to live in peace with one another…even within our own neighborhoods.
From our first reading today, we learn that about 2,600 years ago, the Prophet Isaiah was sent by God to preach a message of hope to the Israelites during their long period of violence and slavery to the Babylonians. They had been defeated by the terrifying Babylonian army; wrenched from their homes and dragged off to live as slaves in a foreign land. Their homes were destroyed, their cities torn down and their Temple dismantled and burned. Their life seemed bleak and their future seemed hopeless. No mere human power of theirs could get them out. And if they did manage to escape, it would be extremely difficult to cross that burning desert back to their homeland.  And if they finally did get back to their homeland – there was nothing left there.

Like the Israelites, sometimes it can feel like we are in some form of exile our self, seeming like a stranger in foreign land with a future that looks very bleak and blurry.  For some here today, that might ‘exile experience’ mean a form of physical illness that is a daily burden.  For others it may mean a mental anxiety due to a broken relationship or financial troubles.  

What is powerful about coming to church every week is that we meet up with hundreds of other people who also have some form of burden or illness or family stress.  No one here has perfect health or a perfect marriage or a perfect job.  We are all ‘broken’ in some way and in need of God’s healing powers of grace.

While our Scriptures for today are about people in exile and a man who was deaf and with a speech impediment, they are also symbolic stories about our own lives that sometimes feel lost and with disabilities.
The last time I was on a retreat, the director had us take an hour long walk in silence to think about and acknowledge some of our own disabilities.  It was truly challenging to think about the things that I am deaf to and subconsciously close my ears to…, and things I am blind to by turning my head from the things I do not want to see…, and the speech impediments I have when I speak without charity or remaining silent when cries of injustice are needed!
At each Mass, we enter these doors with a need to acknowledge which of our senses need healed and corrected to think, see, touch, taste, and listen like Jesus Christ.  So much of our day and week is filled with the need to be right and act like we ‘have it all together.’  What is so healing about the sacraments is that they invite us to become very VULNERABLE and acknowledge how much we need God’s help.  For most of us…our life usually is quite a ‘mess’ with much need for change and healing.  Acknowledging that our life is a ‘mess’ is okay at times.  With God…it is a ‘good thing’ to ‘fall apart’ and cry sometimes…and recognize that we truly need a Savior… and we can no longer do it on our own.
What is so powerful about the way that Jesus does healings in the Gospel stories is how he becomes very tactile with the people who seek healing.  God put his finger into the deaf man’s ears and touched the man’s tongue to heal his speech impediment.  In the Eucharist Jesus physically touches us with the grace of the elements of  consecrated bread, and wine…to make sure we can physically feel the hand of God reaching out to us for whatever healing we need.  It is up to us to allow ourselves to be vulnerable enough to spend less time counting the sins of others…and acknowledge our own inner sickness…as we admit there is only ONE Divine Physician to heal us.
