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Ezekiel 47:1-9, 12  John 5:1-16 
 
It is uncommon in the readings at liturgy that we get to hear a vision like what Ezekiel shares 
with us in today’s first reading.  These past seven days, we’ve heard a lot in the first reading 
about the law, the gift of the law, and, as one might expect throughout Lent, repeated calls 
to return to faithfulness to the Law. 
 
And then comes Ezekiel’s vision: so different!  Take a minute to savor it.   Water flows out from 
the Temple, a gentle, steady stream at first, wide and shallow, like wading through a sandbar, 
then deeper and stronger, up to our knees and then our waist, like the waters of a flood, and 
then a wide and mighty river, like the Snoqualmie, the Skagit, or the Columbia.  This is a vision 
of God’s grace, flowing out from God’s presence in the Temple, a presence far too big to be 
contained in even this grand building, spreading out and watering the arid land, bringing 
abundant life – teaming with the fish and nourishing trees that give fruit.  All of it openly 
available to everyone! 
 
These nine days of grace have been a chance for us to seek and to savor grace in our lives.  
Water - the natural water cycle – is the best visible metaphor I can think of for God’s grace, 
because it can seep into everything and it brings life wherever it goes.   It nourishes all life in 
the earth, not only individually as trees or plants get nourished by rain or animals drink water, 
but in complex systems of watersheds, oceans, and weather patterns. 
  
God’s grace flows through our lives with equal simplicity and complexity, permeating every 
aspect of our existence.  Many of you are adept at paying attention to the movements of 
grace in our lives – in prayer, and in the people we encounter, in our interactions, choices, 
action, and the feelings that go along with it all.   We’re all trying to pay attention to grace 
because we want to respond to it – move toward it and collaborate with it – make room for it 
to flourish in ourselves and in others, celebrate it, and return to it when we’ve drifted away to 
follow some other siren. 
 
We are individuals, and we are social beings as well – living our lives in families, in communities, 
in cities, in churches, and networks, and working in institutions – universities, agencies, and 
businesses.  We join movements and committees and working groups.  God’s grace is present 
in these organizations as well – working through us collectively to bring them into existence, 
sustain them, and, sometimes, give them direction.  Indeed, our vocation includes the call the 
participate in our society for the common good, and much of that happens – initiated by grace 
- through institutions and social movements, committees and projects.   
 
As you know, it’s tricky and messy.  God’s grace it completely free – not only without cost, but 
unencumbered, unrestrained, totally available.  We are not.  And neither are the communities 
and institutions where we belong, work, worship, or gather.   Grace moves freely, yet we often 
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want to hold on to what we know, what we have, and who we are – not out of small or selfish 
motives, but because it’s where and how we have experienced grace and where we expect it 
again.  But sometimes we hold on too tight.  
 
Take, for example, the Sabbath.  For the ancient Israelites, the Sabbath was God’s gift to them 
– one day every seven which called them back, re-centered them on to their dependence on 
God, their place within and not above creation, and their being created in God’s image.  
Sabbath is a grace, with which they collaborated by establishing all the rules for observing the 
Sabbath, and so it became for them a social institution.  Something they practiced as a society 
and which shaped their faith and culture.  
 
So if Sabbath is where you know grace to be, then of course, action that breaks the Sabbath 
is a threat.  
 
Which brings us to today’s Gospel.  In Jesus’ culture, everyone believed that grace is present 
in the practice of Sabbath, but by clinging to that tightly to the grace-filled social institution 
that they knew, their eyes weren’t open to grace in the healing of this paralytic man.  So, his 
healing, and his healer, are a threat.  And so the Judeans sought to get rid of Jesus.   
 
We have our own social institutions where we experience grace, and when we cling to them 
too tightly, we sometimes fail to recognize grace happening in a new way.   
 
Since I’ve worked in parishes, I’ll speak about a parish as an example.  The one I work in now 
– St. Leo in Tacoma was founded a hundred years ago to serve Italian immigrants working the 
fields around Puyallup and the shipyards and mills of Tacoma.  It’s a story of people working 
together in response to grace to create the social institution they desired to serve their 
community.   The community has changed completely, and now we see homeless, struggling 
people outside our door.   Hispanic Catholics – mostly low-income and many without legal 
status – are seeking liturgy and the sacraments in Spanish.  A native community meets for 
mass there.   
 
We – the English-speaking, predominantly-white community of St. Leo are good at welcoming 
people – it’s a movement of grace we know and join.   And yet we struggles to open ourselves 
up, to let go of whatever stands in the way for immigrants and people of color making the 
journey from being welcome in our community to belonging, leading, and co-owning the 
parish – that is another movement of grace.  We grapple openly and honestly with where 
grace might be leading us, beyond the social institution as we know it now.   
 
Institutions want to preserve themselves and grow; social movements and projects want to 
achieve their goals.  Grace may be in that movement, or may not be – it moves freely in the 
world.   
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Grace is at work in our institutions, communities, and social movements, but difficult to see.  
In the Gospel today, after healing the paralytic, Jesus slips away, out of sight - like an 
experience or movement of grace that is so hard to see, except in hindsight, upon reflection.  
We’re tempted to think grace is closer to the surface elsewhere, but that runs contrary to 
what we know and believe about God – who is fully available to everyone, everywhere, all the 
time. 
 
What can help us identify grace in these movements?  One reliable guide, I believe, is when 
we see our institutions and communities moving into greater solidarity with those who are 
poor, then we are responding to the movement of grace.  The message of the scriptures, 
which today’s Gospel illustrates, is that when our institution, organizations or communities, 
move toward greater service to people who are poor, when it moves closer to people who 
are poor, and most of all when it enters into solidarity with those who are poor, then we are 
following where God’s grace is leading.   It’s not the only sign, certainly, but it’s a reliable one.  
 
As we move toward the final days of our Nine Day Retreat, I invite you to reflect on yourself 
as one who lives in a community, attends a parish, works for an organization or institution, 
and committed to a network or committee.  Where is grace moving in the community where 
you live and in the organization where you work, or the social institutions to which you 
belong?  Where might God’s grace be calling or leading those social institutions toward 
greater service to those who are poor, to be in greater solidarity with those at the margins, 
whether here locally or around the world?    
 
In every way, every choice or decision that we take to be in solidarity with the poor, we and 
our institutions take up our mats and walk.   
 

Joe Hastings 
Day 7 | Tuesday, March 13, 2018 

 


