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1st Reading 1 Samuel 16:1b,6–7,10–13a

Responsorial Psalm Psalm 23:1–3a,3b–4,5,6

2nd Reading Ephesians 5:8–14

Gospel John 9:1–41

Given current circumstances, today’s Gospel comes with a warning from
the CDC: It is not advised for individuals to apply their saliva to the eyes of
other persons. The viral load within saliva can be high enough to infect other
individuals and mixing the saliva with dirt to create mud does not reduce this
viral load. Furthermore, the mucus membranes around the eyes are an especially
efficient path for the virus to enter into an uninfected person. Individuals are
advised not to imitate Jesus’s technique for treating blindness and reminded to
practice proper social distancing and maintain a safe distance of approximately
6 feet between themselves and other people.

“Social distancing.” I can’t say that I’m a fan of that term. Certainly I’m
not contesting the need for physical distance. Slowing the spread of COVID-19
to such a rate that our medical system doesn’t get overwhelmed by a sudden on-
rush of patients is important and something we all should be doing our best to
bring about.However, what is important here is physical distance and separation:
limiting direct and indirect contact with people from whom we might get the
virus and those to whom we might pass it on. The phrase “social distance”
however, has implications beyond the physical.

The word “social” is derived from the Latin “socius,” friend. To be social
with someone, therefore, is to be a friend to them. Now this need not be a
close friendship, Latin has the word “amicus” for that, but it does mean to
have a level of positive emotional attachment. Interacting with, seeing, or even
just thinking about the other is pleasurable, or at least not offensive. Physical
proximity certainly helps with this, as anyone who has lived with another will tell
you it’s really hard to live with someone with whom you are not friends.However,
physical contact is not necessary to being friends, to being social with someone.

Fundamentally, being social with someone is about closing the emotional
distance between us and them. It means hurting when they hurt and rejoicing
when they rejoice. It means listening when the other needs to talk, helping
when they need assistance, being present when they feel alone. To be social is
to do for the other what we would want them to do for us were our situations
reversed.
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This is what Jesus’s miracles, his ministry, is all about. Yes, he reached
out and physically touched people; healed them with his hands, his spit, his
prayers. But the physical contact was only important in that it communicated
something to these people.He touched lepers to tell them they were not untouch-
able. He talked with and listened to foreigners and women to tell them they
had something valuable to say. He ate with sinners and tax collectors to indi-
cate they were fit company. He gives sight to the blindman to tell him he was
not trapped in the darkness of sin. In each of these instances, what mattered
was not that Jesus came into physical contact with these people, though that
helped express his message, but rather that he entered into a relationship with
them. He brought them into his society and indicated that they were worthy of
his friendship. Not because of anything that they did, but simply because they
were.

In this time when we’re being asked to keep our physical distance, we must
not use that as an excuse to maintain, or even create, emotional distance. As
followers of Christ, it is our responsibility to reach out to the marginalized and
bring them in. We are called to create a relationship with them, to love them,
just as Jesus does. The fact that we cannot take physical actions to bring this
about, does not relieve us of the responsibility. Even amidst a pandemic, we are
called to close the emotional distances which keep us at odds with others, which
prevent us from connecting with them and making them our friends. Creativity
is required. We may not be able to pay someone a visit, but we can make a
phone call. We may not be able to give someone a hug, but we can send them a
card. Whatever the means at your disposal, reach out and tell people you love
them, that they matter. Not because of anything they do, but simply because
they are a beloved child of God. Let that be the miracle of this pandemic, the
connections we forge with each other despite the physical distances between us.
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