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FOURTH SUNDAY OF LENT (LAETARE SUNDAY)

Disrupting the illusion

FR CHARLO '
CAMILLERI,
0.CARM.

Today’s readings: 1 Samuel
16:1b-13a, Psalm 23, Ephesians
5:8-14, John 9:1-41

In his classic essay In Praise of
Shadows (1933), Jun’ichiro
Tanizaki reflects on a beauty
that is often overlooked. West-
ern culture, he suggests, tends
to pursue brightness, clarity
and brilliance, what he calls a
kind of “garish” illumination.
Japanese aesthetics, by con-
trast, discover elegance in dim-
ness, the gentle interplay
between light and shadow.
Shadows, Tanizaki writes,
are not simply the absence of
light; they create depth, mys-
tery and a contemplative di-
mension. When everything is
flooded with artificial bright-
ness, something fragile and
profound is lost.

Tanizaki’s insight offers a
striking lens through which to
approach Laetare Sunday
where we are invited to pause
for a moment as the shadows of

Holy Week begin to gather. The
liturgy invites us to reflect not
only on Jesus as the light, but
also on a deeper vision emerg-
ing through shadow.

The narrative in John’s
gospel of a man born blind re-
veals Jesus’s logic: human
shadows are the place where
“the works of God might be
made visible”.

Healing itself is earthy and
intimate. Jesus mixes saliva
with dust to make mud and
places it on the man’s eyes.
Humble, tactile elements of the
earth become instruments and
signs of the new creation.

Tanizaki would recognise
something here. He praises
humble and overlooked mate-
rials that possess quiet depth
rather than polished brilliance.
Jesus’s gesture recalls the cre-
ation story itself: humanity is
formed from the dust of the
earth as God forms life not in
bypassing the material world,
but working through it.

Sent to wash in the Pool of the

Sent (Siloam), the blind man
must walk there guided only b}l
trust. Only after this leap does
he receive sight. Faith, the
gospel suggests, often unfolds
in precisely this way: walking
within the shadows before the
light becomes clear.

Ironically he gradually comes
to see more and more clearly,
recognising Jesus as Lord.

Meanwhile, religious author-
ities, confident in their own vi-
sion, reveal their blindness.
Their certainty resembles the
sterile brightness Tanizaki crit-
icised: a light without depth,
unable to perceive the unfold-
ing mystery before them. They
cling blindly to the illusion of
power, control and order.

But Jesus’s healing sign of
the Reign disrupts their illu-
sion. The prevailing belief that
disability was a punishment
for sin is quietly overturned.
The man who had lived
marginalised, suddenly be-
comes is empowered to chal-
lenge the authorities. Now
that he sees, he becomes an
outcast from the same system
that marginalised him. Even
his parents reject him. Yet
that exclusion becomes the
moment he gains freedom to
detach from the old system,
and become attached to
Christ, finding his place in the
community of faith.

The first reading echoes the
same theme of deeper sight.
When the prophet Samuel ar-
rives to anoint a new king, he
naturally assumes that Jesse’s
strongest and most impressive

of sons must be the chosen one.
Moving beneath appearances,
into the hidden depths of the
heart, “the Lord” who “does
not see as mortals see,” indi-
cates that the overlooked one is
the chosen: David.

Similarly, Psalm 23 points
to “the valley of deepest
shadow” where there is no
fear, since the shepherd walks
beside his flock, guiding and
protecting it.

As Tanizaki observes in an-
other context, it is often the
subtle elements of a space
(here, the staff and rod) that
give it its true character. The
Apostle brings the reflection
to its conclusion: “Once you
were darkness, but now in the
Lord you are light”, exposing
injustice and empowering the
marginal.

Authentic vision rarely
comes through dazzling bril-
liance alone. It radiates in the
discarded places of shadow, in
humility, even in suffering. It
is there that our eyes slowly
learn to see.

Like the man heading to
Siloam still covered in mud, we
too move forward by trust until
our eyes gradually behold a
deeper light: Christ.
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