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Lent 4A, 2014 sermon
John 9:1-41

As he walked along, Jesus saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, "Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?" Jesus answered, "Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God's works might be revealed in him. We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is coming when no one can work. As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world." When he had said this, he spat on the ground and made mud with the saliva and spread the mud on the man's eyes, saying to him, "Go, wash in the pool of Siloam" (which means Sent). Then he went and washed and came back able to see. The neighbors and those who had seen him before as a beggar began to ask, "Is this not the man who used to sit and beg?" Some were saying, "It is he." Others were saying, "No, but it is someone like him." He kept saying, "I am the man." But they kept asking him, "Then how were your eyes opened?" He answered, "The man called Jesus made mud, spread it on my eyes, and said to me, `Go to Siloam and wash.' Then I went and washed and received my sight." They said to him, "Where is he?" He said, "I do not know."

They brought to the Pharisees the man who had formerly been blind. Now it was a sabbath day when Jesus made the mud and opened his eyes. Then the Pharisees also began to ask him how he had received his sight. He said to them, "He put mud on my eyes. Then I washed, and now I see." Some of the Pharisees said, "This man is not from God, for he does not observe the sabbath." But others said, "How can a man who is a sinner perform such signs?" And they were divided. So they said again to the blind man, "What do you say about him? It was your eyes he opened." He said, "He is a prophet."

The Jews did not believe that he had been blind and had received his sight until they called the parents of the man who had received his sight and asked them, "Is this your son, who you say was born blind? How then does he now see?" His parents answered, "We know that this is our son, and that he was born blind; but we do not know how it is that now he sees, nor do we know who opened his eyes. Ask him; he is of age. He will speak for himself." His parents said this because they were afraid of the Jews; for the Jews had already agreed that anyone who confessed Jesus to be the Messiah would be put out of the synagogue. Therefore his parents said, "He is of age; ask him."

So for the second time they called the man who had been blind, and they said to him, "Give glory to God! We know that this man is a sinner." He answered, "I do not know whether he is a sinner. One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see." They said to him, "What did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?" He answered them, "I have told you already, and you would not listen. Why do you want to hear it again? Do you also want to become his disciples?" Then they reviled him, saying, "You are his disciple, but we are disciples of Moses. We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do not know where he comes from." The man answered, "Here is an astonishing thing! You do not know where he comes from, and yet he opened my eyes. We know that God does not listen to sinners, but he does listen to one who worships him and obeys his will. Never since the world began has it been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a person born blind. If this man were not from God, he could do nothing." They answered him, "You were born entirely in sins, and are you trying to teach us?" And they drove him out.

Jesus heard that they had driven him out, and when he found him, he said, "Do you believe in the Son of Man?" He answered, "And who is he, sir? Tell me, so that I may believe in him." Jesus said to him, "You have seen him, and the one speaking with you is he." He said, "Lord, I believe." And he worshiped him. Jesus said, "I came into this world for judgment so that those who do not see may see, and those who do see may become blind." Some of the Pharisees near him heard this and said to him, "Surely we are not blind, are we?" Jesus said to them, "If you were blind, you would not have sin. But now that you say, `We see,' your sin remains."

“As Jesus walked along, he saw a man who had been blind from birth.”  
So begins a story which it takes the Gospel-writer John one whole chapter to tell.  And yet it is interesting to note that not once in that 41-verse chapter is this man who was blind given a name.  

Storytellers and Scripture scholars alike would tell us that there is a reason for that.  The man is not given a name because it is our human tendency to keep ourselves at arms’ length from other people’s situations, to dissect them, tear them apart, analyze them as something that is happening to that other person – but not to me, also.  This temptation is particularly strong when we are studying the Bible.  (It is, after all, exactly what the Pharisees do in this story:  they see blindness only in the man, and not in themselves.)  We can easily convince ourselves, as we discussed Friday night at our Stations of the Cross, that the Way of the Cross was a path Jesus followed 2000 years ago along the streets of Jerusalem, and not a journey that we, too, must take today, with Christ.  One of the forms of the Stations of the Cross that we use on Friday nights – perhaps the most popular form in print – is called “Everyone’s Way of the Cross”, in which Jesus refers to the reader as “my other self”.  The Gospel-writer John wants us to see this man born blind as our “other self”, so he doesn’t give the man a name.  We are that man.  (Of course, by the same token, we are also the Pharisees.)
Now we know enough about Jesus to know that he loves this blind man as a unique and treasured individual.  But Jesus also undoubtedly sees in this man the essential human condition which he, Jesus, has been sent to alleviate:  we are all blind, to some extent, spiritually speaking, and Jesus wants us to see – he is, after all, the light of the world!  

What is remarkable about this account is that Jesus appears only at the beginning and the end of the story.  During most of the story, Jesus is off stage, neither seen nor heard from.  For you see, the story is not mainly about the initial physical healing at all;  it is about how the man and the Pharisees receive and process the fact of that healing.  The Pharisees and the man born blind are faced with the exact same fact of this man’s physical cure.  The question is:  what will they do with that self-same fact?  
Now, all of the parties in the story begin with an interpretive blank slate.  We can see this in the fact that, during the initial interrogation by bystanders and by the Pharisees, the man puts no interpretation on his healing.  The Pharisees ask him, “How were your eyes opened?”  He responds, “The man named Jesus made mud, spread it on my eyes, and told me to wash them in the Pool of Siloam.  I went, washed, and received my sight.”  All objective, matter-of-fact.  

Now the man and the Pharisees could, at this point, develop any number of interpretations or meanings to explain the facts.  But as the story unfolds, what happens is a split between differing interpretations of that event:  the Pharisees take a familiar, legalistic, closed interpretational pathway;  the man born blind, on the other hand, chooses the road less traveled:  he remains open.  We see that, under unrelenting cross-examination, the man born blind begins to recognize a surprising truth beneath the fact of his healing, while his examiners choose to interpret the factual event in a more conventional, legalistic, judgmental way.  Passing judgment on the man, after all, keeps them in a position of power, a position of being “one-up” in relation to the man.  What is happening on the spiritual level, however, as John describes in a masterful bit of storytelling, is that the man born blind slowly sees, more and more, while those who have been made the official guardians over religious matters become more and more blind. 
It is important to note, I think, that this is a gradual process, a gradual unfolding of understanding, sight, and interpretive viewpoint.  The man truly doesn’t have a clue, to begin with, who Jesus is, or what his physical healing means.  Nor would it be fair to say that the Pharisees condemn the man out of hand, without first investigating the facts – even calling on the man’s parents to ascertain the veracity of the particulars.  Indeed, if it seems to us that the story drags on and is somewhat repetitive, it is quite possibly because the difference between fact and truth is not always clear.  For most of us, I dare say, the journey into truth is lengthy;  it takes a lifetime.  
And, I dare say, this spiritual journey could, for you and me, go down either interpretive path:  the open path of the man born blind, or the closed path taken by the Pharisees.  And let’s be reminded of the enormous consequences the man born blind suffers as a result of following the interpretive path he does, that divergent “road less traveled”:  the man is finally excommunicated from the synagogue.  Jesus himself said, “Enter by the narrow gate, since the road that leads to destruction is wide and spacious, and many take it;   but it is a narrow gate and a hard road that leads to life, and only a few find it.”  Or as The Message translation puts it:  “Don't look for shortcuts to God.  The market is flooded with surefire, easygoing formulas for a successful life that can be practiced in your spare time.  Don't fall for that stuff, even though crowds of people do.  The way to life—to God!—is vigorous and requires total attention.”  (Matt. 7:13-14)

For the Pharisees in our story, God is not the Source of life flowing into and through people, but the maker and enforcer of laws.  When we understand God in this way, people are either righteous or sinners.  But the man born blind, over a period of time which likely stretched much longer than the compressed telling in our Gospel would indicate, the man born blind, in the end, refuses to play the Pharisaic game of divine laws and human lawbreakers.  He will, at great cost, be loyal to his liberation, faithful to his experience.  He is a “disciple-in-the-making”, and the more the Pharisees question him, the more like a disciple he becomes.         
It is the same narrow path of discipleship each of us must face, and entails the same kind of questioning we must undergo (though it is most often, for us, an internal questioning).  What is frightening, because it can so easily happen to us who live so much in our minds and thoughts, is that the Pharisees are using their prodigious minds to deny the truth, to deny Life.  They don’t engage the man as he grows in his spiritual understanding of what happened to him, and therefore in his understanding of who Jesus is.  Instead, they sidestep the whole matter of his unexplained healing and attack him personally, saying that his blindness was proof positive that he was born a sinner.  (Of course, you and I would never resort to such an underhanded technique as personally attacking someone during an argument!)    
The physical cure of the man’s eyes was a factual “event” which, “if followed through to its deeper meaning and truth, would lead to spiritual sight for the man.  He clung to the experience, and followed it faithfully.  Although his physical eyes were opened immediately, his spiritual eyes only opened gradually through the rough-and-tumble relationship with his neighbors and the Pharisees.  At first all he could see was ‘a man called Jesus.’  Then he came to greater clarity and saw this man was a ‘prophet’.  Finally, he realized this prophet was a ‘man who did God’s will and to whom God listened.’”  (John Shea, On Earth as it is in Heaven, Collegeville, MN, The Liturgical Press, 2004, pp. 130-141)

I would like to conclude with a somewhat different interpretation of this story which is perhaps, in the end, kinder to the Pharisees;  and possibly, therefore, more spiritually honest and helpful.  

“Physical blindness,” writes Fr. John Shea, “is not a matter of sin.  Neither is spiritual blindness a sin.  Blindness is not a positive and willful resistance to the divine invitation to life.  It is just the raw, unfinished material of creation.  It is the darkness God uses to bring forth light.  It is what the work of God works on.”  (p. 139)

In this interpretation, we are all, in some real sense, born blind;  that is not judgment, but simply fact.  Our process of coming to sight is lifelong.  But make no mistake:  it is for this reason that Christ came.  And he continually walks this human path with us – sometimes, as in the story, off-stage;  but always in order that we, like the man in the story, might come to see, more and more, the Way, the Truth, and the Life.

AMEN
