
Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost (9/26/2021) 

 In our world today, many people are unaware of the powerful presence of Jesus that we 

have access to.   Today, we have the presence of Jesus much more available to us then in past 

times - but so many are blind to it.  When the people in the Gospel bring the man to Jesus they 

might have had the same expectation the Naaman the Syrian had when approaching Elisha for 

healing of his leprosy - a localized phenomenon to encounter.  He was seeing Elisha not as the 

prophet of God, but as a wonder worker.  When Elisha does not heal the disease immediately but 

instructs him to be washed in the Jordan river - Naaman is not happy - we hear: Naaman was 

angry and went away, saying: I thought he would have come out to me, and standing would have 

invoked the name of the Lord his God, and touched with his hand the place of the leprosy, and 

healed me.  The action of Elisha in sending him to the water for healing was prophetic and 

pointing to the Baptism that Jesus would bring - a healing not just of a physical ailment, but of 

the spiritual ailment that will bring eternal death.  But it is a strange prescription, and Naaman 

almost doesn’t do it.  After Naaman follows the directions of the prophet - he is cured of his 

leprosy.  Healing comes not from us prescribing the remedy, but by accepting the healing that 

God provides - in the way God chooses to provide it. 

 It is similar in the Gospel.  They bring the man to Jesus expecting for him to preform a 

show-worthy wonder.   Defying expectation, he doesn’t say to the man “you are healed if this 

illness.” but rather Be of good heart, son, thy sins are forgiven thee.   This brings a negative 

reaction from the learned ones like that of the learned Naaman - they have given the wonder 

worker his script and he has failed.  In their human way of thinking they cannot comprehend the 

action.  Why would going down to a dirty stinking river be the thing to do to be cleaned?  Who 

does this man think he is to claim that he can forgive sins? For the supposedly learned of our day 

the question is: Why would I have to go to confession to tell my sins to the priest to be forgiven?  

 Jesus’ prophetic action is pointing to a very present and deeper reality that Jesus’ power 

to heal extends to the healing of souls, and that the coming of the forgiving power of God to 

earth, mediated through human flesh and blood, is real and present.   Jesus exercises this power 

not on cue from the individual, not at the pleasure of the individual snapping their fingers at the 

wonder worker, not as an unseen invisible manner - but in the way He chooses - through an 

action preformed by frail flesh and blood which must agree to the granting of that forgiveness.  

They ask “who is he to say this, he is blaspheming!  Only God can forgive sins!”  Jesus would 



agree with them - “yes only God can forgive sins” - and with all knowing this he says But that 

you may know that the Son of man hath the power on earth to forgive sins … Arise, take up thy 

bed, and go into thy house.  His healing of the paralysis is a validation that he can forgive sins, 

and that this power flows through His flesh and blood into the world - a flowing of healing 

power that will continue in the way that He will establish when He sets up the Church. 

 In the person of the ordained priests, the Body of Christ on earth still possess the ability 

to bring the power of God to forgive of sins.   Jesus forgave through his physical Body, His 

assent was required for the power to flow, and He imparts to the Apostles after His resurrection 

the ability to forgive sins in His place - but with their action required, He says: Whose sins you 

shall forgive, they are forgiven them; their inaction has the opposite effect: whose sins you shall 

retain, they are retained.   Without this intervention we ourselves would decide that our sins were 

forgiven - this it too tempting a power to abuse (which is why the priest must also go to another 

priest for forgiveness).   We are well aware of our tendency to not forgive those who we dislike 

and to let ourselves off the hook, or else we fail to hold others accountable and beat ourselves 

with undue and paralyzing guilt.  This is not justice - justice requires a judge who is not one of 

the parties in the suit- we can’t be our own judge.  Jesus decided that he will use frail men of 

flesh and blood as judges and conduits of his power.  Naaman asks why would going down to a 

dirty stinking river be the thing to do to be cleaned? - for the same reason that approaching a frail 

human priest would be the thing to do to be cleansed of sin - because God has made it so.   

 It is a cause of rejoicing that Jesus has provided this grace to us.  It makes me think of the 

words of the Epistle today: I give thanks to my God always for you, for the grace of God given 

you in Jesus Christ.  I give thanks that Jesus remains present in this world in a very tangible way 

in the Eucharist and also that He is present to forgive sins.  I give thanks that He understands our 

weaknesses and so He allows us to be touched by the comfort provided by flesh and blood in the 

process of the forgiveness of sins - whether in Confession or in Anointing.  I have thanks that 

rather than wondering endlessly if we are forgiven, we can receive, in the Sacraments, an 

assurance that we have been in the presence of Jesus who has granted forgiveness through the 

assent of His priest.  Far from being an unintelligible method - it is one that is tailored exactly to 

what human beings need when they are ill and broken and need the touch of Jesus and the 

comfort that only flesh and blood intervention provides.  It is a plan for forgiveness that could 

only come from the incredible wisdom of a God who truly knows what we most deeply need.


