Sermon A Lent 4 2011

The story of the healing of the man born blind is quite strange, as stories go.  Note that this man doesn’t cry out to Jesus to be healed.  He isn’t like blind Bartimaeus who in Luke 18 cried out, “Jesus Son of David help me.”  Nor is he like the crippled man in John 5 who longed for someone to come along to lower him into the pool of Bethesda to be healed.  He sits begging close to the pool of Siloam.  Perhaps because he has never been anything but blind, maybe because he hardly imagines what sightedness would be like, he doesn’t cry out with either desire or expectation to be healed of his blindness.

Jesus’s disciples want to know what sin the man or his parents have committed so that he deserved to be born blind. A strange question that illustrates the disciples’ confusion, since a person can’t sin before they have even been born.  Jesus without speaking to the man at all, makes a clay with mud and saliva, rubs it on the man’s eyes, and tells him to go and bathe in the pool of Siloam, and immediately the man is healed.  

What we know about Jesus leads us to assume that he felt deep compassion for the man.  And yet in the text there is little evidence of that.  It is almost as if Jesus comes upon blindness which represents a kind of cosmic condition of darkness.  It is present in the man’s blindness, in the disciples’ blindness, in the man’s neighbours’ blindness and in the Pharisees’ blindness.   Jesus as the light of the world feels compelled to heal this overwhelming blindness and the darkness that results from it.  

Initially, the man himself seems almost incidental, someone who can be discussed by the crowd without any regard for his feelings. The element of detachment in the beginning of the story should not really be surprising to us, when we remember St John’s gospel is arranged around seven stories which are signs that demonstrate who Jesus really is.  These stories or signs are accompanied by rather involved discourses, conversations, like the one in this story.  The disciples ask: who sinned this man or his parents that he should be born blind?  This raises the whole question of the meaning of human suffering.  This was a pertinent question in this man’s life and seems a pertinent question to us in our time where there seems to be so much suffering globally.  

The stock answers to the question of human suffering are all unsatisfactory: 
· Some think that the person who suffers must lack faith or be a sinner 
· Others have the pious thought that these things are sent by God to try us; 
· Some suggest that God must have a plan or a purpose in bringing about suffering. Note that this assumes that it is God who brings about suffering 
· And others believe that something good always comes out of something bad, and we should just have faith! 
Well. You might be more game than I am to say any of those things to someone who is in pain or who has lost a loved one and is in  grief.

Here, Jesus’ answer is different: he says that the man was born blind so that God’s work might be revealed in him.  In other words, so that this very meeting with Jesus could happen.  This is a little different from saying that God had a purpose in making the man blind; that God had a specific outcome in mind.  What it does say is that the man’s blindness is the condition of the possibility of encounter with Jesus.  This got me thinking that perhaps in all our human situations of weakness or need, we are all conditions of possibility of encounter with Christ. Imagine that we are all made as we are (warts and all) solely that God’s works might be revealed in us?  

This little discussion at the beginning of the story however turns out to be a minor one.  The real discussion is about Jesus and his identity:
· Someone asks can someone who heals on the Sabbath be from God?
· and if he is from God, exactly what kind of a human entity is he?  
· The Pharisees are split: one group suggests that because Jesus healed on the Sabbath, that he couldn’t be from God.  
· Others wonder how anyone could perform a healing of that sort unless he was from God.  

Jesus himself  “ducks out of the conversation” at this point.  He has done his part.  He has performed God’s work in healing the blind man.  Jesus leaves the disputation to others; the divided Pharisees, the fearful parents, the man’s neighbours, and to the man himself, who takes on a pivotal, and rather “bolshie” and quite amusing role.  He says to the Pharisees:
· Why do you keep asking me questions about the man who healed me?  Is it perhaps because you would like to be his followers too?  
· How do I know whether he’s a sinner?   And with a touch of irony, “All I know is that I was blind and now I can see”.
· Then sarcasm: Here’s an astonishing thing!  You don’t know where this man comes from, and yet he opened my eyes.

This sign of the healing of an initially rather passive blind man who is transformed and becomes an assertive, humorous character is the sixth of the seven signs in St John’s gospel.  It is meant to leave the reader in no doubt that Jesus is the Messiah of God, the only one who would have the authority to do these things.  It is establishing this that is the purpose of the writer of St John. 

Now it is always a good question to ask, where am I in this Bible story?
· Am I the one sitting in a kind of spiritual darkness that only Jesus can dispel?
· Am I the legalist with my “should” and “oughts” about the Sabbath and life generally?
· Or is my interest in Jesus being re-awakened, so that I am open to the possibility that “Surely only a person who comes from God could do these things?”   
· Or finally, am I like the man born blind to whom sightedness has now been given?  This character has gone from being passive to being clear, assertive, and not a little sarcastic.  Yet he is the one in the story with the most refined understanding about what Jesus had brought about in him; an understanding that God’s works had been revealed in him, and that he would never be the same again…

Jesus returns to the story, and for good reason. He knew that this man needed some additional instruction that would turn him from being just bolshie into being a believer: one who truly and deeply recognizes Christ in the midst of his life, and bows down and worships him with all his heart.  

This rather strange little story moves us from a beginning point of spiritual blindness, into spiritual clarity, at first a little too sharply defined, a little too aggressive; into an attitude of love and surrender to the one who saves, heals and transforms our lives.    It is a handy Lenten parable as we each reflect during this season on our ways of being with God, with one another and with the world.  Amen.
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