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1 Samuel  16:1, 6-7, 10-13; Ephesians 5:8-14; John 9:1-41; Psalm 23: Adonai, You are my shepherd, I have no wants.

I think the message in our readings today just couldn’t be any clearer. We are invited to see as God sees. With eyes wide open, we’re invited to be courageous in opening up to new light, new perceptions and new insights in our lives.

In our first reading, Samuel was an old, trusted friend of God’s and a friend of King Saul’s as well. Samuel had been the oracle of God’s voice for Saul for many years. So when Saul disobeyed a very clear and very direct command from God – for political reasons that he tried to pass off as religious – God told Saul that he would be deposed as the Leader of Israel. Not being able to see the political machinations of Saul’s action as God saw it, Samuel was unable to move forward, so stuck in grief was he for all his friend had lost. And that’s where we encounter Samuel today at the beginning of our reading. Despite his sadness for his friend, his grief for what had happened to him, and his inability to see what had really happened, in today’s reading we see that Samuel obeyed God’s command. He set off to anoint the new ruler of Israel, a son of Jesse who lived in Bethlehem, the one who would replace Saul. 

Samuel was sure that whomever would take Saul’s place as Leader of Israel would  be someone “tall, dark and handsome.”  So as Jesse trotted out his seven sons, one by one, Samuel saw seven guys who probably  looked like they belonged on a season of The Bachelor. And Samuel was befuddled because, one by one, God rejected each of Jesse’s seven sons. Matter of fact, God instructed Samuel to inquire about whether there might be any more sons available. This time, Jesse brought his youngest son in from the field; the one he didn’t even bother to present in the first place; the dirty, messy, unkempt, unpresentable shepherd boy who probably smelled like sheep poop. His name was David, and at God’s command, Samuel him anointed on the spot. Who knows what happened to Samuel to change him from unseeing to seeing? All we know is that in this reading, we see that even Samuel, the greatest of Judges,  can identify with that line from Amazing Grace – I once was lost, but now I’m found, was blind, but now I see.  I see now with eyes not my own, but with God’s eyes.   
Reading the Gospel today, we have yet another example of sight coming to those who are blind. In the story, we’re told that it’s a blind man who’s cured. But as Paul Harvey used to say, we might want to know the rest of the story. 
Scripture scholars tell us that this story was included in John’s Gospel decades after Christ’s death and resurrection. It was probably written as a teaching tale rather than as the recall of an actual healing miracle. And it was written for John’s fledgling community to show the power God has to heal blindness, in whatever form it takes.

The story of Jesus healing the blind man was written just about the same time that the Jewish establishment had had just about enough of these Jews bringing their Christian ideas into the synagogues. It was known that if you spoke too often or you said too much about Jesus as the messiah, you could be expelled from the synagogue. And John’s Christian Jews were struggling with this.        
No one wanted to leave the comfort of their religion, or feel the sting of rejection by the faith community that had nurtured them from their youth. So these new Christian Jews might be tempted to be careful with what they said. They are represented by the figure of the blind man’s mother in today’s Gospel who, we are told, was afraid of talking too much, for fear of the Temple authorities. Mentioning the name of Jesus could get you expelled from all that you knew and held dear.
So in the midst of this happening to John’s community in real time, the story is written in John’s Gospel  that Jesus healed a man blind from birth. He healed him on the Sabbath. He healed him out of love and compassion. He healed him because Jesus could see that from all eternity, this man was a child of God, and that sometimes bad things just happen to good people. He healed him without regard to outdated religious laws that demanded punishment for sin to preserve what was then-understood to be God’s sense of “justice.” He healed him because he – Jesus – had the gift of seeing as God sees. And he wanted this man to have it too. It was that blindness that Jesus wanted to heal … the blindness that cannot see beneath the surface of a dirty shepherd, a blind beggar, or anyone who’s colored outside the lines of whatever it is we want to see.  
As the story is written, it’s almost a scene out of a Keystone Kops movie, with the synagogue leaders and the people in the crowd  running around in circles, falling all over each other to get to the root of this man’s sin, his blindness and his healing.   First they talk to the man himself. Then they talk to his parents. Then the man again. Then Jesus himself. And they just get nowhere.  It would be funny if it weren’t so sad. 

Because all they were trying to do was hold onto what they knew, at all costs. All they wanted was to see as they had always seen. They were trying to make a virtue out of having closed minds. And any invitation to open their minds was seen as heresy.

And Jesus called them on it. You’re the ones who are blind, he says in this story. You’re the ones who. are choosing to live in darkness, hiding in the religious security of yesterday, making a virtue out of your closed minds. You’re the blind ones. And we can just imagine how comforting this message must have been to John’s new community.
John’s Baby Christians were struggling  to take risks. They were struggling to see things through God’s eyes, as Jesus had taught them during his time on earth. So a story such as we read in today’s Gospel would have helped  them to evolve into a greater consciousness, even though it might have meant risking synagogue membership as the scales fell from their eyes and they were healed of their blindness. 

Joan Chittister tells us that real life is pungent with risks; but to live for the lesser things in life is to risk not living at all. The blind man in John’s Gospel risked trading  blindness for sight when he said “Yes, I believe.” The temple leaders did just the opposite, holding onto their security with clenched fists, risking nothing at all. 

And so today, we may ask ourselves  “Which are we?”  In so many areas of our lives, where we are asked to step out, take risks, and see with God’s eyes, are we blind men asking for sight, or are we Temple authorities, sure we have all the answers? Just something to think about as we continue our Lenten journey.   
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