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April 3, 2011

 “Open Our Eyes”

The Rev. Maren Sonstegard-Spray

John 9:1-41

As he walked along, he saw a man blind from birth. 2His disciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’ 3Jesus answered, ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him. 4We* must work the works of him who sent me* while it is day; night is coming when no one can work. 5As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.’ 
6When he had said this, he spat on the ground and made mud with the saliva and spread the mud on the man’s eyes, 7saying to him, ‘Go, wash in the pool of Siloam’ (which means Sent). Then he went and washed and came back able to see. 
8The 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?’ 9Some were saying, ‘It is he.’ Others were saying, ‘No, but it is someone like him.’ He kept saying, ‘I am the man.’ 10But they kept asking him, ‘Then how were your eyes opened?’ 11He 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.’ 12They said to him, ‘Where is he?’ He said, ‘I do not know.’ 

13 They brought to the Pharisees the man who had formerly been blind. 14Now it was a Sabbath day when Jesus made the mud and opened his eyes. 15Then 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.’ 16Some 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. 17So 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.’ 

18 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 19and asked them, ‘Is this your son, who you say was born blind? How then does he now see?’ 20His parents answered, ‘We know that this is our son, and that he was born blind; 21but 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.’ 22His 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. 23Therefore his parents said, ‘He is of age; ask him.’ 

24 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.’ 25He answered, ‘I do not know whether he is a sinner. One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see.’ 26They said to him, ‘What did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?’ 
27He 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?’ 28Then they reviled him, saying, ‘You are his disciple, but we are disciples of Moses. 29We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do not know where he comes from.’ 
30The man answered, ‘Here is an astonishing thing! You do not know where he comes from, and yet he opened my eyes. 31We know that God does not listen to sinners, but he does listen to one who worships him and obeys his will. 32Never since the world began has it been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a person born blind. 33If this man were not from God, he could do nothing.’ 34They answered him, ‘You were born entirely in sins, and are you trying to teach us?’ And they drove him out. 

35 Jesus heard that they had driven him out, and when he found him, he said, ‘Do you believe in the Son of Man?’* 36He answered, ‘And who is he, sir?* Tell me, so that I may believe in him.’ 37Jesus said to him, ‘You have seen him, and the one speaking with you is he.’ 38He said, ‘Lord,* I believe.’ And he worshipped him. 39Jesus 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.’ 40Some of the Pharisees near him heard this and said to him, ‘Surely we are not blind, are we?’ 41Jesus said to them, ‘If you were blind, you would not have sin. But now that you say, “We see”, your sin remains. 

We are right in the middle of Lent, that season of self-reflection and personal challenge, that season that gives us room to take a hard look at ourselves and the desires that control us and move us.  In this season, sometimes we are asked to look at familiar things in a new way, to change our perspective and find ourselves enriched and changed.  That happened to me this week with this passage.  Unexpectedly I found my self challenged in the way I interpreted this passage.  
We have before us a perhaps familiar story of miraculous healing.  There are many healing stories in the accounts we have of Jesus’ life.  And many of these healings involve the healing of blindness.  The details vary however and there is a joke that the origins of denominations occurred when the healed blind men met each other. At first they were all excited about the miracle of sight that Jesus had given them, but as they talked about how Jesus had healed them, they began to discover some significant differences. For some, the healing came with simply a touch from Jesus (Mt 9:29; 20:34). Another proudly boasted that he had enough faith so that Jesus didn't have to touch him to perform the miracle (Mk 10:52). Another meekly exclaimed that Jesus not only touched him twice, but also "spit on his eyes" in order for him to see clearly (Mk 8:23). The final one really felt embarrassed to admit that even though a touch wasn't part of his healing, Jesus' "spit" wasn't enough. Jesus had mixed his saliva with dirt and put the mud on his eyes and then told him to go and wash in some pool of water (Jn 9:6-7). Since each one thought his healing was normal and better than the others, they divided into spittites and non-spittites; muddites and non-muddites; touchites and non-touchites. Denominationalism was born.

But seriously, the details of the John account are unique.  The man who is healed doesn’t even ask to the healed – did you notice that?  The healing itself is briefly described.  And then Jesus disappears from the story from verse eight to verse thirty-five.  The majority of the text is the interrogation of the healed man.  

The miracle stories in the Bible can be frustrating to read – what are we to make of these stories?  How many blind men and women are there who have read this story and perhaps wished for that kind of healing and never received it?  
After reading through this passage a couple times, I thought I had a pretty good sense of what it was about, and then I read a commentary on it by a woman named Katherine Schneider who was born prematurely fifty years ago and given too much oxygen at birth and so she is blind.  She grew up in a liberal protestant congregation and left the faith after what she heard preached and in Sunday school didn’t correspond to the treatment she received.  
After pursuing a PhD in psychology and getting married and divorced, she realized that the “gods” she was pursuing in her life were not cutting it and so she sought out God again and now calls herself a “back row Catholic” – in the back row of the church she sits with families with toddlers and her seeing-eye dog thinks it is the best row because of the cheerios that land on the floor.  She writes movingly about this passage, about how many times she has heard this passage preached on and how rarely it sounds like good news to her.  
She did an informal survey of sermons posted to a popular preaching website, and found in over 20 sermons, that there was quite a bit about how horrible blindness is, apparently written by sighted preachers.  Several sermons said that blindness was the result of sin.  She writes, “Most of the sermons I have heard about this chapter contain the following

elements: the author’s knowledge of amazing blind people who climbed Mount Everest or were cheerful all the time; a comment on how awful it would be to be blind; noting that Jesus’ healing of the blind man was miraculous, pointing out that the Pharisees were blind to not recognize Jesus for who he was and a prayer that we never act blind (insensitive) to the world around us.”  And she points out that in most of the stories of a blind person being healed, the person himself is hardly mentioned.  They are very one-dimensional.  But not in this story.  The blind man is the main character – the story revolves around him.  
So in interpreting this passage let’s begin with him.  He has been blind since birth, and grown up in a culture that believes that his blindness is someone’s fault, either his parents’ or his.  He has been told his whole life that sin is to blame – that the blindness is punishment from God.  He is an outcast, invisible to the rest of the world – an untouchable.  His only means of survival is to beg in the street.  
And our story opens with Jesus and disciples walking past him as he begs.  Jesus sees him, notices him.  And this frames the whole story – he is seen, no longer invisible.  The disciples, however, don’t really see the man.  
Rather than being concerned about this man’s condition and situation, they begin a theological discussion about his state of sin.  But that would not have surprised the blind man – he had likely heard that all before.  Being blind and being born a sinner, he was excluded from the temple, from God’s house – he was excluded from God.  
Jesus declares that that neither this man or his parents sinned – he is the way that he is so that God’s works might be revealed in him.  So this man does not asked to be healed and yet Jesus kneels down and spits in the dust and makes some mud and touches his eyes with it.  And tells him to go wash in the pool of Siloam.  And maybe we think that the point of the story is the miracle – but perhaps that is not what Jesus means when he says that God’s work will be revealed in this man.  Perhaps the point is, that to the man who had been his whole life invisible, an outcast, the stamp of sinner on his forehead, to this man God in Jesus Christ reached out, stepped across the divide created by disability and poverty, and valued him.  
And touched him – I think we fail to realize how revolutionary this simple action was.  Jesus touched him.  Phillip Yancey tells the story of his friend Dr. Paul Brand who is a leprosy specialist.  The curse of leprosy is that you feel no pain.  A leprosy patient might walk around all day with a nail in their foot and have no idea.  They might get a raging infection and not know.  And while leprosy patients may not hurt, they do suffer – from the pain of rejection from their community.   Dr. Brand tells the story of a bright young man he was treating in India.  In the course of the examination, Dr. Brand placed his hand on the shoulder of the man.  To his surprise the man began to shake with sobs.  Dr. Brand asked the translator if he had done something wrong.  The translator responded, “No doctor.  He says he is crying because you put your hand around his shoulder.  Until he came here no one had touched him for many years.”
I watched a movie recently called To Save A Life.  The movie opens with the story of two boys who are best friends.  In sixth grade, they are out running around their neighborhood when Jake runs in front of a car.  His friend Roger runs and shoves him out of the way, saving his life, but gets hit himself, suffering a break in his leg which never heals properly, causing him to limp.  While Jake goes on to become a star soccer player and then a star basketball player with college scholarship hopes, Roger is stuck on the sidelines.  Jake falls for pressures of being a popular kid and a star athlete, and grows apart from Roger, eventually ignoring him altogether and not stepping in when he is bullied.  Roger takes his life at seventeen, feeling like he is utterly alone in the world, an outcast.  And Jake is left to discover what it means to reach out to the lonely, the outcasts, in his world – by reaching out he actually saves another life.

Perhaps the point of the story we read today is the saving of a life.
Perhaps the point of the story is the transformation we see take place in the life of the formerly blind man.  He goes and washes and can see and he returns to his neighborhood.  And what kind of reception does he receive?  Delight and rejoicing at this miracle of God?  No, his neighbors are suspicious.  They interrogate him.  And they finally drag him in front of the Pharisees, the religious leaders.  Katherine Schneider suggests here that we should consider how this man’s blindness gave him strength and courage and a toughness that he would need for the interrogations to come.  And he is interrogated as are his parents.  
In the end, he is unable to give satisfactory answers and he is driven out the temple.  But through this trial we see the man’s understanding of Jesus change.  At first he says he is just a man called Jesus.  Then as he thinks about it more, he wonders if he might be a prophet, a special kind of man of God.  Then he states that never before has anyone opened the eyes of a blind person, so this man Jesus must be from God.  Finally Jesus finds him after he has been thrown out of the temple and says to him, “I am the son of man,” which is another way of saying the Messiah, the savior.  The man says, “I believe,” and he worships him.

We have just witnessed a faith journey and God revealed in the life of this man.  And sometimes that is exactly how it happens – God reaches out to us, demonstrating his love for us in Jesus Christ, stepping over the boundaries, taking us from invisible to visible – through a dream or a circumstance, through a trial or a friendship, through a camp counselor or a particular sermon – and then it might take us a little while to figure out the details – “maybe that was God” . . . “Could that have been God?” . . . . “I begin to see more clearly now – it was God” . . . “I believe.”  
In the end, Katherine Schneider notes, when all is said and done, “People with disabilities do not have to be ashamed of their disabilities, and that’s the last word in this healing narrative. In the end, the blind man is the one shown to be open to revelation. In this passage, the blind man’s recognition of Jesus, of who he is, shows the importance of a relationship with Jesus for the blind man. Jesus, the boundary-crosser, entered his world, and that may be more important good news than his physical healing. The man was liberated from blindness and the status of blind beggar, but more than that he was liberated to know Jesus. This liberation was not accepted by the Pharisees.” 

And there is a challenge to us in this passage when we consider our world in which some people find themselves on the outside, invisible, uncared for, who long to be touched and have someone look them in the eye and really see them.  

Here is a Lenten challenge: Pray that God would open our eyes.  And here is a suggestion from Katherine Schneider: Look around your places of work and worship, your circle of friends and your favorite places to play. If you do not see one out of seven people with disabilities, ask yourself why. After you’ve acknowledged that maybe you don’t know the disability status of all the people you see and that maybe people with disabilities “don’t want to be there,” hunt for other explanations. Are there physical or attitudinal barriers you can find and change?

Develop friends with people who happen to have disabilities.  You may have to work out some details of disability accommodation and after that I think you will discover a whole new perspective on the world.  Crossing boundaries, reaching out in love, can help liberate and heal you as well as those you are reaching out to.

Amen.
