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We’re now halfway through Lent, and I wonder what it’s meant for you so far?  Has 
it made any difference to your normal daily routine?  In the past, after all the 
goodies had been finished up on Shrove Tuesday, serious fasting lasted until Easter 
– though Sundays were considered outside Lent, and, in some monasteries, the 
geese and ducks weren’t thought of as meat because they swam like fish – didn’t 
they?  Thinking about Lenten fasting, reminded me of a monthly lunch with a 
reading club where the young woman next to me rather upset the hostess.  She’d 
produced a delicious – but not extravagant meal.  The young woman refused it and 
asked her host to make a salad instead.  “I never touch cooked food during Lent”, 
she said.  Rather too loudly and addressed to the whole table.   

Why do I mention that today?  Well, there’s a common thread running through our 
readings: deceptive appearances, blindness to the truth – but all the while, God’s 
help in guiding us out of darkness and confusion into his light.   Lent has been, and 
still is for some people, a time of fasting, but that’s an outward sign of something 
going on inside.  We know that the 40 days mirror Jesus’ fasting in the wilderness.  



But what exactly was he doing there?  Why did he take such a long time in silence 
and solitude?  Today’s readings give us some clues.  Unusually we’ve had a reading 
from the Old Testament, included today because it teaches good lessons for Lent.  
The first is this: when the way forward is unclear, even amongst all the worry and 
the pressure, we need to take time and find quiet space to listen for guidance.   

Samuel was distracted by grief. Although he’d anointed Israel’s first sovereign, King 
Saul had since turned away from God. The prophet was so caught up in the fog of 
his emotions that he could no longer hear God’s word.  Yet the moment he gave 
God a bit of space, what did he hear?  ‘How long will you grieve over Saul? I have 
rejected him from being king over Israel. Fill your horn with oil and set out; I will 
send you to Jesse the Bethlehemite, for I have provided for myself a king among his 
sons.’ 

Focusing on his personal turmoil had left Samuel completely disoriented, but now 
he’s shown a way forward. Allowing God the space to speak, he finds his purpose 
and sets out for Bethlehem to find Jesse and his sons. 

And there he learns a second important lesson: relying on our first impressions can 
be quite wrong.  The first son he sees is Eliab, and he thinks to himself, ‘Surely the 
Lord’s anointed is now before the Lord.’  But then he takes a moment to listen for 
God’s guidance and hears: ‘Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his 
stature, because I have rejected him; for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they 
look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart. Lent is a special 
time where we’re invited to find more space to reflect on our relationship with God.  
In quiet and prayer we invite him in to have a deeper look into our hearts.  And we 
do this in trust, believing that he will lovingly guide us in the right direction. So, 
already we have two sound messages: where there are issues that need dealing 
with, as long as we’re open to God’s guidance, he will show us what needs attention 
– and, secondly, if we keep listening, and ask for discernment, he’ll show us the 
way. 

Today’s psalm is also about accepting God’s guidance.  We’re very familiar with the 
idea of the Lord as our shepherd, the guide in whom we put our complete trust, 
and I suppose one of the reasons this is such a favourite is that it’s a great comfort: 
Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for you 
are with me; …. Surely goodness and loving mercy shall follow me all the days of my 
life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.  But a part of that trust is in 



recognizing that if we want to dwell in the house of Lord, we need make sure that’s 
our home address – the place we live en permanence.  Sometimes we go on holiday 
to strange places.  We might forget where our home and our heart reside.  It can 
result in disorientation and homesickness. 

The house of the Lord is our residence principale.  If we lose sight of that, life has a 
way of bringing us up short.  If like lost sheep, we start to stray down dangerous 
paths, a rod and staff are there to show us the way.  Not there to punish, but as the 
psalm reassures us, to comfort.  The Good Shepherd loves us so much that for our 
own wellbeing he wants to keep us on the straight and narrow.  This time of Lent 
is all about taking the time to hear God’s voice, recognising where we may be going 
astray and asking honestly for help in discerning the way ahead.  Where does God 
want to lead us, for his name’s sake? 

Reflecting honestly on our lives and where we now stand with God can be a painful 
process.  Sometimes we’d rather not look at the less-appetizing parts of our lives!  
But God only wants what’s best for us.  As Saint Paul says, now in the Lord you are 
light.  God doesn’t want us to live in darkness. Live as children of light - the fruit of 
the light is found in all that is good and right and true. Try to find out what is 
pleasing to the Lord. Take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness, but instead 
expose them. Stay at home in God, by living in the light. 

In fact, we can’t ever be anywhere except in God.  God is, as in the recent film title, 
Everything, Everywhere and All at Once.   He should get an Oscar!  God never goes 
away.  We humans do. And today’s gospel shows how far even God’s own people 
can stray.  Jesus heals a man blind from birth – there’s already a good deal of 
symbolism in that!  But let’s stay with the reported events.  All the to-ings and fro-
ings make it clear that this incident caused an enormous amount of fuss – the 
Pharisees interviewing the man himself: How did he do it?  When did he do it? What 
do you think of him?  Then off to interrogate the parents (scared to say anything in 
case they cross the authorities), then back again to the man himself.   His response 
to their twisted questions says it all: Here is an astonishing thing! Because this 
healing poses a big question – who is really blind?  The Pharisees had been blessed 
by faith in God, but they were so blinded by its rules that they couldn’t recognise 
God at work.  And it wasn’t just the Pharisees who couldn’t see the good of this 
healing on the Sabbath.  Look at what Jesus’ own disciples said, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, 
this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’   What do those words say about 



the disciples’ view of God?  A being who metes out cruel punishments to 
individuals, even innocents, as an answer to their sins?   

No wonder God knew it was time to become present in the world as a man!  Once 

we’ve met Him through the person of Jesus, how can we believe in a God who 

would cause a child to be born blind because his parents had sinned?  Jesus came 

to correct so much of what had gone wrong in the relationship between God and 

his people.  His life, teaching and self-sacrifice and his resurrection show us a God 

who frees us from our blind selves, a God who is Love. 

Outward signs, or inner realities?  Purple vestments, no hot meals and no flowers 

in church, or using 40 days as Jesus did to grow closer to God?  As we look forward 

to the joy of Easter Day, we can reflect on what he taught us.  We can wonder at 

his death and resurrection.  God chose to be born among us, and Jesus Christ, as 

John Bell’s hymn tells us, is still waiting in the streets, raging, healing, dancing and 

calling us.  Have a good second half of Lent! 

 


