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The passage in today's gospel marks a milestone, a critical turning point, in Jesus' public 

ministry.  As Mark narrates it, this is his first clash with the religious authorities in Israel.  The 

Lord claims the authority to forgive sins.  And this claim triggers the accusation of blasphemy on 

the part of the scribes.  This is the beginning of the conflict between Christ and the religious 

establishment in Jerusalem that will eventuate in his condemnation and execution.  We should 

heed what we read most carefully.  The scribes are actually right in asserting that God alone has 

the authority to forgive sins.  After all, God is the one who is offended by sin.  And so it is his 

prerogative to forgive.  So the Temple cult revolved around this endeavor of imploring God's 

forgiveness through various forms of sacrifice and prayer.  By claiming the authority to forgive 

sins, Jesus appeared to be usurping a divine prerogative.  Christ was indeed revolutionizing the 

relation between God and the human race, but rightfully so.  Because Jesus as God's only Son 

had the authority to forgive sins.   

 

Nowadays these elementary principles of authentic Biblical religion are lost on many folks.  

Even among Catholics, there circulates the widespread fallacy that all the sinner need do to 

obtain forgiveness is to tell God directly that he's sorry:  no need to go to a priest, no need for 

arduous works of atonement.  Many believers have become purchasers of that commodity 

scorned by Bonhoeffer as "cheap grace," dare I say, free grace--inflation has struck the religious 

economy as well.  The erroneous idea here is that the grace which justifies us is made available 

at no cost to anyone anywhere, thus making this sort of grace a commodity so cheap as to be 

worthless.  It's a terrible lie.  Grace may be free to you and me, but that's only because it's been 

purchased by the priceless blood of Christ, a hard fact of faith we forget to our eternal peril.   

 

So I suppose it's providential that Lent is just a few days away, for this special penitential season 

is a perfectly designed to help us recover the real meaning of forgiveness and the penance 

indissolubly linked with it.  The impending season is often greeted with a collective groan by the 

lay faithful who dread the prospect of foregoing meat on Fridays and enduring the other 

mortifications associated with these 40 days.  The cry of the laity often finds echo in another 

collective groan by the clergy who resent the aggravated work load associated with additional 

liturgies, extra Confessions, and more involved liturgical planning.  And so this holy season has 

gotten to be associated with much discontent in the Church over and above the normal grumbling 

that persists throughout the ordinary course of the liturgical year.  It's really a pity that Lent gets 

such a bum rap.  Because it is a holy season that is meant to get us in touch with God.  I like to 

picture Lent in the imagery of the gospel story today.  This paralytic is in a really pitiable state.  

Unlike a lot of other ailing souls, he is hit with a double whammy.  Not only is he ill, he can't 

even get to the Lord in order to be cured.  And so he depends on his friends to carry him to meet 

Jesus, who heals both his body and soul by restoring his mobility and forgiving his sins.  During 

Lent, the Church is acting the part of the friends of the paralytic.  The practices she proposes to 



her children are meant to draw them into contact with the Lord.  The fasting and almsgiving and 

extra praying are supposed to bring us closer to Jesus, so he can reach out, touch us, and heal our 

wounded spirits.   

 

Another aspect of Lent is that it should help us grow in love for others.  It aims at reconciling 

sinners not just to God but also to their brothers and sisters in Christ.  The paralytic gets healed 

because his friends carry him to the Divine Physician and those same friends have faith in Jesus' 

power to save--the text states that Jesus saw "their" faith, not just "his" faith, the faith of the 

paralytic.  We too must have faith that the Lord can heal the people we bring to him in prayer.  I 

encourage folks to take advantage of this holy season by making extra time to pray for others:  

come to Mass on a weekday, or attend the Stations of the Cross, for instance.  Also, the 

discipline of fasting and giving up something for Lent can offer an opportunity to help the needy 

as well.  We can use the money saved by foregoing food or drink or whatever to help those who 

are less fortunate than ourselves.  In this way, the down and out come to know that there's a seat 

for all God's children at the heavenly banquet too.   

 

Lent is about forgiveness, reconciliation, recovering the life Christ offers us and living it to the 

full.  Let's pray that this upcoming season of sanctification may allow our Church to be touched 

by the healing hands of Jesus so that all God's faithful may be drawn more deeply into the 

mystery of his love and hasten along our common pilgrimage to the Father's heavenly home.   


