Short Reflection 
Monday April 6th 2020 Lent 6, Monday in Holy Week 
Reading: Isaiah 42.1-9
MONDAY IN HOLY WEEK
… the last lap …

It is some time since BBC Radio 4 had a regular programme entitled: Does he take sugar? While it may sound a strange title, its point was straightforward once you got the sense of its subject. It concerned the life and the exclusions, the flourishing and the entitlements of people with disabilities. It discussed these issues over the airwaves often with pertinent and personal input from people with disabilities themselves. It was all the more poignant and powerful because the discussion was about people whom the radio audience obviously could not see. Of course, the society outside didn’t really see them either, which was part of the total problem. Sometimes a particular sensory deprivation can heighten sensory perception in respect of the other senses. Sometimes it cannot. The programme concerned people who at that stage in our societal immaturity were largely, if not overwhelmingly, unseen, invisible in our society, darkened out of the picture. They were forced to live a shadow existence. 
My father was a clergyman and I remember visiting households with him and quite often there would be a person in a house as part of the family, just like myself an d my own family, who never got out of the house. Later in life, I realized that this person had a disability. While the family’s course of action was motivated by protection on the part of parents in particular, in retrospect it is clear that neither the expectations nor the safeguards were in place for this person to have a life of independence in any recognizable way out and about. This person was trapped in a self-isolation. The impact of the coronavirus on every one of us and the social confinement that it brings and enforces may give many of us an even fleeting sense of the self-isolation, the claustrophobia and the suppression that confinement brings. Our hope is that it will be temporary. For the people of old with disabilities it simply was life as they had to live it. 
So what of the question: Does he, or she, take sugar? 
This question takes us to the heart of recognition: recognition of a person, of a personal dignity, of a personal difference, of a personal entitlement to choice. And it does so by pointing up the scandal of turning someone sitting or standing or lying alongside you in the first and second person (an I and a You) into someone in the third person (a He or a She). It points us in the direction of what a friend of mine calls appropriately and ominously: the dark side of care – doing things for other people when in fact you are only really doing these things to boost your own ego, profile, dominance and megalomania. You might like to think about this phrase during Holy Week. You might even like to think – honestly - of ways in which you do and have done this and ought not to have done so; and you might wisely decide to stop doing it right now. You might see it as something to give up for Holy Week and not to take up again after Easter, whether or not you have either sustained or dropped your Lenten resolve to give up something already. Why not add another one now? It is not too late. One of my prayers throughout this period of the coronavirus is that the dark side of care would not be visited in any contemporary form on the vulnerable, the frightened and the enclosed; that domestic violence will not be stepped up because it is behind closed door and that virtual vices will not be given free rein under the cloak of real darkness. We are living in the time of the subversion of light by darkness. This is both difficult and dangerous. 
Isaiah introduces us in the Reading for today to The Suffering Servant of whom we will see and hear a great deal more as Holy Week progresses. We are introduced to the God who is not for lying down. The language used here and elsewhere is graphic and becomes more and more graphic as the Servant suffers more and more. Suffering is one thing. Substitutionary Suffering is quite another. We are entering the time of the definitive suffering of God on our behalf. We cannot shield either ourselves nor God from this and there is no need to do so. Scripture battles with this. Theology grapples with this. We have to do the same as on this last lap Jesus opens himself up to God and the world in suffering for the salvation of others. You might ask: Is this a symbol? On one level I would say that it is. It pre-dates the life of Jesus by being spoken of in Isaiah, it is subsequently woven Scripturally into the account of the life of Jesus by those who knew their Scriptures in their day when The Old Testament in fact was the only Scripture - as it remains to this day for the Jewish people; it has become a symbol in the Scriptural New Testament account that is an inspiration to countless people of faith worldwide; but I would say on another and a deeper level that a reality lies within and behind the symbol; this is how it has become in religious life a symbol of the suffering of Jesus Christ.  
The language used of The Suffering Servant in this Reading is positive and I suggest it can refocus our thoughts on the role of leadership that a person with disfigurement and disability can and does give. We can more far forward from: Does he or she take sugar? into a realm of what we might call: Can we all live with and learn from this person in our midst who is disabled and is also a child of God? We move into a situation of shared discipleship, a discipleship that is more concerned with who we are together than with what we can or cannot do individually. The Suffering Servant does powerful things:
He will bring forth justice to the nations

He will be kind and supportive to the fragile: he will not shout, he will not break a bruised reed, nor quench a dimly burning wick; nothing is for abandoning, nobody is for dumping; nothing is without a use
From these acts of reaching out to others he will grow strong and will stay the course.

This sense of justice has a very public face for other people and we must live it and interpret it in our own way in our own day; it is not a gift exclusively to the church:

The Servant is a covenant to the people – this is our calling on the last lap of Holy Week where we get a chance to get our affairs in order ahead of the death and resurrection of Jesus. We are to broker, uphold and enrich the relationship between God and creation – and in the midst of the coronavirus have we not rather forgotten about the crying needs of the creation in our time? Is it not our duty to look out for signs of Spring in a human landscape that more and more resembles a nuclear winter? The Servant is to open the eyes of the blind: The Disfigured One ministers to us who, while we see, are regularly blind to the possibilities of justice that are directly in front of us. And The Servant is to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon. We have almost completely forgotten about the prisoners in our prayer life; they seem to complicate our sense of righteousness and indeed self-righteousness. 
The man born blind and the ways in which Jesus learned from him and others learned from him formed the Gospel a long time back, on The Fourth Sunday in Lent, a Sunday we usually keep as Mothering Sunday – and there is no harm in that. But there is wonderful teaching in the other set of Readings and you might like to read this story of The Man Born Blind – St John 9.1-41. It tells something quite remarkable about how a man blind from birth became the teacher of those to whom he had been an embarrassment. Glory shines through suffering, teaching shines through question, anger and frustration on this … the last lap …
St John 9.34: Who are you to lecture us? they retorted. You were born and bred in sin. Then they turned him out. 

And so we ask: Does he take sugar? 
