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On Ash Wednesday the priest stands and invites us to Lent with these words from the Book of Common Prayer: “I invite you, therefore, in the name of the Church, to the observance of a holy Lent, by self-examination and repentance; by prayer, fasting, and self-denial; and by reading and meditating on God’s holy Word.”
 
We are invited to 4 basic Lenten activities: of repentance, prayer, fasting and Bible study. But of these four, one is neglected in most churches and by most Christians. Which one? You hear a lot of Bible studies going on during lent. Lots of people talking about fasting, giving up meat or whatever. Lots of talk about prayer. But what about repentance? Self-examination and repentance are the forgotten step-children of a Holy Lent.  

They are the things that we don’t do, that we don’t do as a group or as individuals, looking honestly at ourselves, seeing our sins, our faults the ways we fall short of honoring God in our neighbors and ourselves. It’s more than the group confession that we make at the Mass, it’s a time of truly looking and seeing who we are and then truly repenting of our sins. Which can be incredibly powerful and transformative. And it all beings with examining ourselves, looking at who we are. 

And part of why I bring this up today is the Gospel passage is about looking and seeing. A man has been given his sight by Jesus. Jesus has opened his eyes. And what we see is how difficult that is, how complicated to be given his sight. Perhaps that’s why we don’t practice self-examination and repentance more, we just don’t want to see who we are. It is preferable to be blind.

In the church where I was in Boston we had two parishioners, two women, who were blind, and I used to be very careful preaching about these stories of healing the blind, because I didn’t want to imply that these women were less than, or that they were inherently flawed and needed to be fixed. So one day I asked one of them- what do you think when you hear these stories of Jesus healing the blind. And she said- you know there are many ways to be blind, and Jesus can heal us of most of them. Which is a good point. 

At the very end of the Gospel today, Jesus says: I came to this world so that those who do not see may see. Blindness is more than lack of physical sight. It is the inability to see. This can mean, for example, a lack of vision. The guiding vision that leads a community, a church, an individual or a nation forward. We all need a guiding vision to direct us.  

It’s clear, for example, we as human beings do not have a vision about what we’re doing to the environment, where we’re going. We don’t have vision. So we’re walking around blind and heading toward tremendous tragedy for the future of our planet.

Blindness can also mean not seeing things we don’t want to see. For example, how we blindly walk by people on the street asking for change, as if they’re not there. And part of my Lenten discipline, I’m trying to do, is give money to everyone who asks of me. Which, by the way, Jesus commands us to do. I have found it is nice being able to look people in the eye when they ask me for money, and not having to avert my eyes and be blind to them. 
Blindness can also be ignoring the neighbors who fight, even though we know that someone in the house might be in danger. This week there was a horrible story in the news about a family whose eldest son was killed by the father after a long time of abuse. And they interview the neighbors, who know something is wrong, but what are you going to do? We don’t make it our business. We don’t get involved. It’s more convenient to be blind. 

And think of all the ways we are blind to our own faults and inactions, our sins. This Lenten discipline of self-examination and repentance, the forgotten step child of a Holy Lent, means that we begin to see all these things. To see the suffering of the world around us and to see what we can do about it. And to see who we honestly are, and then repent of our sins and turn it all over to God. 

And it starts with seeing, which is not easy. When Jesus gives the man in the Gospel the ability to see, all sorts of bad things happen. His neighbors get into an argument about whether or not he was the same guy who used to sit begging in the street. His parents, realizing that his sight is now a problem with the Pharisees, have to lie about it. And then the man, himself, gets kicked out of his temple, the Pharisees call him names and verbally abuse him. 

This story shows that people prefer blindness to sight. It’s more convenient to be blind. Not to know, for example, how many children are killed by the bombs we drop on Moahmar Khadafi in Lebanon. Not to know how much they earn an hour to make our tennis shoes in Vietnam or our Jeans in Honduras, which is about six cents, by the way. Or even not to know how many calories are in our Super Slam breakfast at Denny’s. Wasn’t it better before they started putting calories on the menus. Blindness is bliss. 

But Jesus is freedom. He offers us freedom in the grace and unconditional love of God. Even the worst repentant sinner can be free. If we repent and come back, we are welcomed back, like the prodigal son, with Christ rushing out to meet us when we are still far away and taking us back, if we repent of our sins.  

The act of receiving ashes on our forehead, which we all did three and a half weeks ago on Ash Wednesday, is a commitment to repentance, it is a commitment to turning back to God and saying, I am truly sorry for what I did. We have made that commitment already. So then why don’t more Christians practice repentance? 

Well, I think part of it is that it is easier to go to a Lenten Bible study or Prayer Group or not to eat meat on Fridays than it is to really, honestly look at ourselves. No one wants to do that. We don’t mind giving up meat, but it hurts to give up sin.  

And it is also true that self- examination and repentance have this connection with confession, and I think we’re all a little confused about confession. Whether or not we grew up practicing regular confession as part of our religious life, we have this image of sitting in a little room next to a priest and telling him how many times we’ve taken the Lord’s name in vain and had impure thoughts, and then receiving our penance and saying Hail Mary’s, and then heading out to sin no more. 
For many people that’s not interesting and for others they’ve had bad experiences with it. And since we don’t require it in the Episcopal church, we don’t do it. And we miss this great opportunity to practice self-examination and repentance. 

Perhaps we should start requiring confession. You know we actually have a confessional in the back of the church, but it’s full of chairs, so we have to take the chairs out if you want to sit there next to me in the dark to confess your sins.  

But confession, self-examination, and repentance can be actually much more than saying Hail Mary’s. It can be part of a conversation with someone about your life, where we’re sitting in my office or we’ve gone out to have coffee. And we’re talking about life and struggles and at the end you come to some kind of conclusion and you feel better. That’s confession. Someone to talk with. I hear a lot of confessions from people who don’t even think they are confessing. And that’s fine. Or you can have the same conversation with your friends, with trusted co-workers, with family members. Or with spouse or partners. 

Of course, we confess our sins to God, and to God alone. But it’s so powerful when we involve another human being in the conversation, when we talk about these things with someone else. I have seen again and again that entering into conversation with others is what makes us able to truly repent and change. When I quit smoking cigarettes about fifteen years ago I was only able to do it because I was part of a group that was all quitting together. We were helping each other. There’s amazing power in involving others in our desire for change. 

In general, the more we join with others, the more sight we gain, the more vision we have, the more awareness and insight and holiness we attain. Joining a community, like this one, and joining with others, across differences, through diversity, reaching out and seeing, means we are getting more and more and more sight.  

The Pharisees are blind and want to remind blind because they don’t involve others. Their world is their rules alone where, of course it’s the Sabbath and you can’t heal, you can’t pluck grain, or, of course this man is blind because he or someone in his family sinned. They’re not open to other perspectives or opinions, but live wholly according to themselves, so they are blind. 

All blindness is a little box into which we put ourselves and separate ourselves from others. And sight is joining with others, their needs, to a common goodness. To Christ, that which joins all and which is all. 

He offers us sight, offers to remove us of our blindness, to bring us to community, to fulfillment and wholeness by removing our sins. But we have to do our part. While it is not mandatory, it is a good idea to spend time this Lent looking at how our actions and lives have separated us from Christ and from the community and from others, and then working on heading back. Working on removing those barriers. Working on seeing. Working on our sight. 
