Fourth Sunday of Lent Year A

1 Samuel 16:1-13; Psalm 23; Ephesians 5:8-14; John 9:1-41

From the first reading, the reading from 1 Samuel, we get to hear an important piece in the political history of the people of Israel.  Across chapters 15 and 16 of 1 Samuel, there is a critical period marking the transition of power from one king to another.  It is not a smooth transition, but a time fraught with uncertainty and unanswered questions.  For instance, we know the name of the ruling monarch.  His name is Saul.  But we do not know the name of the heir apparent.  In most dynasties, the line of succession is fairly clearly laid out.  But not so for the people of Israel.  No one is exactly sure who the next king will be.  Saul had a son, Jonathan, and he was a good military leader, he would be the next logical choice.  But it is not quite as simple as all that: Saul does not get to pick the next king.  God does.  And God speaks through the voice of the prophets, in this case a man named Samuel.  And as you know, when God speaks through the prophets, it is often not a voice that is logical, practical or predictable. God has been hard at work finding a successor for Saul, but it isn’t going to be Jonathan.  God has chosen another and Samuel has to make the journey from Ramah to Bethlehem in search of someone new to sit on the throne.

Anointing a new king is not so bad when the old king is dead.  But when the reigning monarch is still alive, anointing a successor can be pretty dangerous work.  No doubt, Saul would interpret Samuel’s proclamation of a new king as a vile conspiracy breeding treason and revolution.  And Samuel understands this.  He knows his life will be in danger.  “How can I go?”, the prophet complains, “If Saul hears of it, he will kill me”.  Samuel and Saul had a bit of a falling out back in chapter 13 and things had deteriorated over the past couple of chapters.  Saul was a valiant warrior, a powerful military force against the Philistines, and fearless when it came to attacking his enemies.  Saul has crushed rivals both outside the borders of Israel and even among his own people.  Saul would not hesitate to go after Samuel if there was even a hint of treachery.  So, when Samuel says he fears for his life, he has good reason to be.  But when prophets are afraid, God has a solution.  The Lord says, “Take a young calf with you”.  I am sure that Samuel would have preferred an armed escort to protect him from Saul’s soldiers or maybe a sword, shield or dagger to defend him from those who wish to do him harm.  But no, all Samuel is given is a young farm animal to ensure his safety.  Samuel does not understand, but he follows the call.  He leaves Ramah with his newly born bovine and makes the journey to Bethlehem.  And as he makes this journey along the rugged pathways on the western edge of the Jordan Valley, Samuel has time to think.  As Samuel navigates through some difficult terrain, Samuel has time to reflect on his difficult call.  This journey from Ramah to Bethlehem prepares the heart of Samuel to be open to the new movements of grace that God is about to reveal.  This king to replace Saul will be no ordinary ruler.  God does not look on outward appearances but looks much more deeply on the inner stirrings of the heart.  This is what Samuel needs to be attentive to.  This is what Samuel needs to be mindful of.  This is what is happening in the heart of the prophet as he makes his way from Ramah to Bethlehem.  This is what God is doing in the heart of the prophet: preparing him to see what God sees, the movements of grace as a new king is anointed for the people of Israel.  

As the story unfolds for us, Samuel arrives in Bethlehem and meets up with Jesse.  Polite greetings are exchanged and then they get down to business.  The sons of Jesse pass before the prophet.   These are bold young men, any of whom would make a fine monarch.  Samuel looks upon young men like Eliab but the Lord has not chosen him.  Samuel looks upon men like Abinadab but the Lord has not chosen him.  Samuel looks upon men like Shammah but the Lord has not chosen him.  All seven of the sons pass before the prophet, but the Lord has not chosen any of them.  Samuel does not understand, so he turns to Jesse and asks, “Are all your sons here?”  Jesse looks at his sons, at Eliab, Abinadab and the others.  Jesse hesitates.  Jesse looks back at Samuel.  And in a tone that could be described as embarrassment, Jesse admits that there is another in the fields keeping watch over the flocks.  “But he is the youngest”, Jesse says.  The other brothers scoff, make jokes and ridicule.  The word here for “youngest” does not really refer to birth dates or birth order.  This word is a derogatory term and there is a reason why this youngest has been denied access to this family circle.  There is a reason why this youngest has been separated from the rest of the brothers.  There is a reason why this youngest has been forced to live among the farm animals, confined to the lowest level on the economic ladder.  Being a shepherd is not really all it is cracked up to be, and this youngest one would be more accurately described as the family nobody, that unplanned pregnancy, the runt of the litter, the black sheep of the family, the worthless and unimportant one.   Jesse cannot even bring himself to say the name of this “youngest”.  And yet, in the midst of parental judgement and sibling ridicule, Samuel hears something else, he hears another voice.  Samuel sets aside the murmuring and deriding, and instead opens his heart to the voice of a promise beginning to emerge.  “Send him and bring him”, Samuel says, “for we will not sit down, we will not gather, there will be nothing new, until he comes here”.   Samuel hears that still, small voice of grace.  In the heart of the family nobody, God’s promise of new life begins to emerge.  

As we turn out eyes to the gospel reading, the reading from John, Jesus is on the road and his disciples see this man who has been blind since birth.  And immediately the question comes up about who sinned.  And this would have been a very interesting theological discussion and part of me thinks that this is what the disciples are trying to do.  “Who sinned, this man or his parents that he was born blind”.  Jesus, however, immediately turns the conversation around, changing the vocabulary away from sin and sets the stage for us to see the work of God, to see a movement of grace.  “This man’s blindness, this man’s suffering and pain”, Jesus says, “are here in order for us to see God’s works revealed in him”.  The answer, of course, catches the disciples off guard and they say nothing for the rest of the story.  I believe Jesus’ shift in vocabulary catches the religious leaders off guard too.  Jesus has done something unexpected and the response from the crowd is noteworthy.  The Pharisees still use a stale vocabulary to describe what they see: there is suspicion and fear, there are questions about the law and concern about tradition, and it all ends with the thunderous voices of condemnation.  This is a good example of how old wineskins cannot contain new wine.  Yes, I know Jesus did work on the Sabbath: he made mud, he rubbed it on the man’s eyes, and then to make matters worse, Jesus tells this man to wash, to do more work on the Sabbath.  All these things are true, and Jesus does not deny them.  The Law is clear.  These legal infractions are worthy of punishment and death.  But Jesus wants us to see more in the life of this man born blind.  He wants to offer us a new way to look at what is happening.  Maybe Jesus should have, could have, might have, not done this healing on the Sabbath and waited until the next day.  It would have been easier for everyone.  But Jesus comes to change the way we look at our lives and set us free from a death-dealing dialogue.  

This is the season of Lent.  And one of the things I believe we are called to do is to look more deeply for those movements of grace in our lives and in the lives of those around us.  In the first reading, Samuel could have agreed with Jesse that this one out in the field is just a nobody and not worthy of any attention.  But Samuel does not do that: he instead learns to listen differently, to pay attention to those new moments of grace that must have seemed strange and difficult to understand, surprising and even a little uncomfortable.  In John’s gospel, while it is clear that the man born blind comes to faith, the religious leadership remain entrenched in their closed hearts, bound forever by judgement and suspicion.  Samuel looks for the movements of grace and finds it in a young boy that everyone else would rather forget.  The religious leaders in John do not want to look for movements of grace and remain forever trapped by their own blindness and pride.  And this is one of the things that are laid before us during this holy season.  In other words, can we open our hearts and our eyes to see God working in ways that we had not expected?   Where are the movements of grace that we need to pay attention to?  How can we look at our lives differently?  This is the season of Lent.  Lent is about living our lives differently, finding a new vocabulary to describe our faith.  Lent is about preparing our hearts for life, and life in abundance, opening our hearts for joy, for a joy will be made complete.  This is the season of Lent.  It is about a sacred journey preparing our hearts for transformation and the gift of love. It is about seeing and hearing and embracing those unexpected movements of grace.  Lent is about rejoicing when the blind can see, rejoicing when the rejected are anointed, rejoicing when the lost are found, rejoicing when the prisoners are set, rejoicing when the dead are made alive again. 

