3rd Sunday Ordinary Time (A) 
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Father Henri Nouwen wrote a book about his experience with serious depression.  He entered a hospital program to help him.  The book is really a collection of his thoughts written after each extensive therapeutic session.
Father Nouwen makes reference to his hearing in his mind conflicting messages.  One message invited him to experience as freely given the acceptance and love that was being offered to him.  The other message demanded that he feel afraid and to resist accepting anything because nothing was given without expectations.  As he recorded his experiences he noticed that the closer he came to permitting himself feel acceptance and love, the closer he also felt that he was falling into (what he called) a bottomless abyss.
Only later does Father Nouwen arrive at an understanding.  He – toward the end of his life – receives an insight that he finds terribly freeing: he has lived most of his life under the impression that God’s love isn’t freely given!  He realizes that he thought – without any hesitation – that we pay for God’s love by fulfilling the expectations that God demands that we fulfill.  We can’t freely receive love… we must pay for it by fulfilling the expectations that we feel God demands of us!
This reminds me of the demons that come forth from people when they experience God in Jesus.  Almost without exception, the demons voice their fear.  They fearfully ask, ‘What are you going to do with us?  Have you come to destroy us?’  We each have similar voices within us who fearfully ask similar questions whenever we are surprised by love.
God, however, doesn’t give up.  God can’t.  So God creatively finds ways to heal us that usually catch us by surprise… once we experience the healing taking place.  When Isaiah announces God’s blessing and healing to the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, historically Israel is devastated by war and division.  We would be hard pressed to find healing and blessing in the situation that Israel finds itself.  Yet, the prophet does!

Like Jesus (in today’s Gospel from Matthew), Isaiah experiences God dwelling with us. Once we experience God dwelling with us, and learn to live with the irrational fear that such an experience generates in us, we discover, often to our surprise, that we are free to also experience a peace and joy that is not dependent upon what is happening externally.  This doesn’t mean that we are always jolly, never sad, mourning or afraid.  Rather, it means that – like Jesus – we experience a reality that is beyond our present circumstances that keeps us buoyant.  It is an experience that gradually we accept without the knee-jerk need to repay what is freely given without expectations of repayment.  Ironically, as we are healed of the demands that fear and expectations place upon us, we too become freer to offer acceptance and love without expectations of repayment.  We live in the experience that we are completed by God’s love… an experience that casts out fear.
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