Gloria R. Carpeneto, Homily
5th Sunday of Lent, A, April 6, 2014
Ezekiel 37:12-15; Romans 8:8-11; John 11:1-45; Psalm 130

When we celebrated Eucharist at the Church of the Nativity two weeks ago, we talked a little about the three Sundays in Lent that make up what we call the Three Scrutinies. And I’d like to revisit that today. So for those of you who were there at Nativity on March 30, you can either stay with me for the next few minute as we look at the Scrutinies again; or you can take a little nappie and I’ll wake you up when we get to the new part.    
So by way of review … if you’re familiar with the Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults – the RCIA – you know that on the 3rd, 4th, and 5th Sundays of Lent – immediately before the intensity of Holy Week and the Triduum – those who are going to be baptized or brought into the Church at the Easter Vigil are invited into the Church for special readings and solemn prayers during the Liturgy of the Word. So on the 3rd, 4th and 5th Sundays in Lent, these individuals who have been preparing  to join the full community of the faithful continue their journey toward baptism in a three week Period of Purification and Enlightenment that we call The Scrutinies.
After Mass on March 30, someone asked me what kinds of questions were asked of the candidates during these Scrutinies – in other words, what might people be expected to know about the faith in order to be baptized or brought into the Church. And the answer is that there are no set questions. This three-week period of Scrutinies that we’re in is less like a catechism lesson and more like an examination of consciousness (not conscience, but consciousness – a big difference). This word scrutiny actually derives from a word that originally meant something like rag-picking … the kind of thing you would do if you were going through a big pile of stuff, throwing out whatever you didn’t need to keep, and hanging onto whatever was really worth keeping. So scrutiny in the Lenten sense is a sort of a spiritual sifting and sorting.
And that is pretty much what we ask our RCIA candidates or catechumens to do over these three weeks. At this point on their journey, they’re just about finished with the specifics of catechetical instruction in the Catholic Faith. But as their journey takes them closer and closer to their baptism, we ask them to get out of their heads and into their hearts. So during the Three Scrutinies (or the 3rd, 4th, and 5th weeks in Lent), we ask our RCIA candidates to look deeply into their lives, to do a little rag-picking … to let go of whatever it is that keeps them from the fullness of life … and to welcome whatever it is that can make them whole and holy. 

Now we don’t have anyone our Living Water community preparing for baptism during the Easter Vigil. But we will celebrate our own baptism during the Vigil by renewing our vows and being sprinkled with holy water. So I’d like to suggest that we take the Scrutinies as seriously as we’d ask our RCIA candidates  to take them  … that we take the opportunity to a long look deep inside ourselves these last days in Lent, and do whatever rag-picking might be good for our souls!  And we can do that today by reflecting on the three long Gospels that we heard proclaimed this year, prior to the beginning of Holy Week.  (OK, anyone asleep can come back now …)
On the 3rd Sunday of Lent, we heard the story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well. And from that Gospel, we learned that the Samaritan woman’s brokenness was just no match for the living water of the Holy Spirit that Jesus promised would flow through her.
On the 4th Sunday of Lent, we heard the story of Jesus and the man who was blind from birth. And from that Gospel, we learned that his blindness was just no match for the light and the beauty and the joy that Jesus wanted to give this man who could not see. 

Today, on this 5th Sunday of Lent, we heard the story of Jesus and Lazarus who had died. And from that Gospel, we learned that even Lazarus’ death was just no match for the life that Jesus wanted to give to him. 

Nothing is more essential to us as human beings on this planet than water … nothing enables us to live and move and have our being more than light … and nothing is more important than the breath of life. And in the three Gospels immediately before Holy Week, Jesus promises us all three – water, light, and life. He refreshes our souls. He brightens our darkness. He restores us to life, now and in eternity. 
So in the spirit of The Scrutinies, we’re asked to turn inward these last three weeks in Lent and ask ourselves, deeply, how real is all this for me? How much do I live what I hear in the Gospels? These last weeks in Lent are not so much about what I believe, but much more importantly, how do I live what I believe? So we ask ourselves – in my life …  
· Do I allow living water to flow through me, or do I block that flow? 
· Do I allow Jesus to touch my blind eyes with a paste of mud and spit, or do I push that experience of healing away from me? 
· Do I allow myself to hear Jesus calling me to come forth from any number of graves, or have I come to prefer the comfort of death to the challenges of life?  
Again, how real is Jesus, how real is God for me? Richard Rohr invites us to ask perhaps the only questions really worth asking these last weeks in Lent – Have I met God? Have I encountered the Holy One? Has my life been changed? These are the questions we ask our candidates to be considering as they prepare for baptism. They are true Scrutiny questions we might well ask ourselves.           

In our first reading today, we heard Ezekiel prophesying about the dry bones. You may recall that – in a passage just a little earlier than the one we heard today –  the prophet Ezekiel had had powerful vision of a deep valley that was covered in dry bones. He was instructed by God to prophesy and tell the bones to come to life.  And in the story, we then hear Ezekiel say, So I prophesied as I had been told. While I was speaking, I heard a rattling noise, and the bones began to join together.  While I watched, the bones were covered with sinews and muscles, and then with skin. But there was no breath in the bodies. So I prophesied again as I had been told, and the breath of the Lord entered the bodies, and they came to life and stood up. There were enough of them to form an army. And God said to me, “Mortal man, my people are like these bones. They say that they are dried up, without any hope and with no future.  So prophesy to my people and tell them that I am going to open their graves. I am going to put my breath in them, bring them back to life, and let them live in their own land. I have promised that I would do this—and I will, for it is your God who has spoken.
We have been promised the Spirit of God in our lives. And whether it comes to us as living water to heal our brokenness, as mud & spittle to give us sight, or as the very voice of Jesus calling us forth from whatever grave entombs us, we are assured that God wants to continue to breathe life into our dry bones. 

So today, as we end these reflections, let’s ask the Spirit of God to be very present to us as we rag-pick our way through this last week of Scrutiny. And for just a few moments, let’s do this afternoon  what we ask our RCIA candidates to do on this Sunday in Lent. Very briefly, and in silence,  let’s all stand and come forward, so that we may impose our hands on one another. This is the same solemn gesture we use in ordinations, so may it remind us that we are all baptized into the priesthood of Jesus. By this very brief and silent gesture, may we invite the Holy Spirit to be with us as we continue our Lenten journey into Holy Week and Easter. 

(I’ll impose my hands on the first person. That person please take a step forward, turn around and do the same for the person behind you. And  so on …)   
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