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I Sm. 16:1b, 6-7, 10-13a
Psalm 23: 1-6
Eph. 5: 8-14
Jn. 9: 1-41

Blindness of the Heart

Imagine with me that you are watching a movie, and the scene is at a beach on a beautiful sunny day. There is a large crowd on the beach, some picnicking, others sun bathing, others tossing a ball or a Frisbee, but no one is in the water. You notice a large sign, just at the edge of the water that says, “No Swimming.” You notice also that there is a life guard on duty. Just as the opening credits fade away, there is a scream from the water. Someone is trying to swim despite the sign, and they are in trouble. The life guard doesn’t move. He looks towards the drowning man and yells, “You should have read the sign! Who told you to go in?” Then someone jumps up from the beach, jumps in, and saves the person about to drown. Is he treated as a hero? Not at all! In the next scene, the life guard and a group of his  buddies are yelling at the rescuer , “You didn’t read the sign either! How dare you go into the water? How are we ever going to have any order around this place? Absurd, you say? Of course it’s absurd, not to mention, profoundly disturbing,” but no more so than our gospel passage for today from the ninth chapter of John.


Before delving into today’s gospel, let’s just take a moment now for a little background on this story - which I think will put the story into context for our own situation today. John’s gospel was written at least two decades to three decades - later than any of the other gospels. By the time of the writing of John’s gospel, about 60 years after Jesus’ death, it was at least 20 years since the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple by the Romans. Jerusalem was no longer the center of Judaism. The Jewish priesthood was gone. The rabbis and synagogue leaders were having a very hard time holding their congregations together. Whole communities were being dispersed into Syria and across Asia Minor. These communities included  members who were believers in Jesus. Differences of belief within these communities by this time were causing much strain. There was a lot of finger pointing about which factions had caused the Romans to crack down on Judaism and to destroy the Temple. The Christians within the synagogue were commonly blamed, and were being expelled and excommunicated from many of them. John’s gospel is written in light of this phenomenon. It is full of symbolism about darkness and light – spiritual blindness and spiritual vision. 


According to the late Episcopal bishop, John Shelby Spong, the story of the man born blind symbolizes the crisis of those born inside Judaism who can no longer live within the context of their traditional faith system, at the same time that the leaders of synagogues had reached the conclusion that they could no longer tolerate the insights of these followers of Jesus (whom the leaders no longer considered Jews). Christian Jews considered synagogue leaders to be blind, and saw them as identifying God with spiritual darkness. They considered themselves children of the light in seeing/meeting God present in the life of Jesus, the light of the world. The “Jews” were seen as failing to step beyond human limitations into the universal consciousness that Jesus opens up for all to see and enter. That is why Jesus (says John) is the way, the truth and the life – the doorway into eternity, the only pathway into God. The Jesus of John’s gospel is not a visitor from another realm, but a person in whom a new God consciousness had emerged. Jesus, the fully human one, offers the only pathway to God because the pathway into divinity can be found only through the expansion and the transcendence of the limits of the human. 

Back to our story at the beach about the blind swimmer and the reaction of the “authorities,”  - so analogous to today’s gospel ‘s blind man. One way to look at this beach story and the story of the man born blind in today’s gospel is from the perspective of the blind man. He has difficulty enough getting through the day – learning to cope with his disability. Now he is faced with the added burden of being made to feel guilty – being told that his blindness is because of his sin or that of his parents! If we follow the blind man, we deal with a journey from being an outcast in the eyes of the “powers-that-be” to being a believer in Jesus, the Light of the world. Another perspective we can view the story from is the role of the religious leaders, the guardians of tradition, the pillars of the community, who stood between God and the people. We might ask, “Are they not more handicapped by blindness than the man who was healed?” – for this is a story of two kinds of blindness. One is physical – but one that can be dealt with through courage, determination, and education. It calls for our support through research, compassion and consideration. The other is spiritual – for which there is no excuse except limited vision and lack of openness. The author of John is signaling that spiritual blindness can only be overcome through the extravagant grace of God as gifted to us by Jesus. 


How does this story apply to us who are contemporary followers of Jesus? Truthfully, this spiritual variety of blindness is the one most of us have to deal with. Overcoming it is not so easy. It demands a journey of the heart. Bu our society isn’t so keen on journeys. It much prefers results and solutions. Unfortunately, at any point in our life and our faith journey, there is always danger of thinking the process is over, that our faith has been “thought through” and is a “complete package”  -  as if our finite minds can ever capture the infinite wonder of God! Sometimes, we only learn about the infinite richness of God by going through something that takes life out of the safe and comfortable zone, and into the unknown and challenging one – we are, as it were, swimming blind! How apt in this time of the coronavirus threat! Yes, there are times in life that we are challenged to deal with that which is beyond our understanding. Our doctrinal beliefs simply do not provide all the answers. Our faith calls us to something more. Our call to follow Christ is never merely to think about it or talk about it. At some point, we have to step up to the plate and act on it. Our challenge is to be open to what we are being called to do – and that call is always evolving! The true challenge is for us to step forward wherever God would lead us, and for us to be willing to risk, keeping in mind that we must discern what we can reasonably do alone,  and what things  are better done together.

Too many times, we don’t take the critical step to see where we can make the difference, to use our talents, our time and our resources in the most effective way possible. God has not called us to lost causes, but rather to collaborate with others who might be different from us in the building of his kindom. 

This gospel highlights for us that there is danger when we draw our circles too tight. The reactions of the religious authorities to the man with his sight restored reminds us that, for too many of us too much of the time, newness is a threat! In fact, newness is a reminder  that things are never completely in our control. It reminds us that we don’t know nearly as much as we thought we did. It reminds us that we can be blind of heart to what God can do and is doing in our world and in our lives. We sometimes have a hard time when God gets beyond our neat little world, when we are pushed to think in new ways, to go on a different path we don’t want to “see.”


Another thing that really confounds us is suffering. Much like the Pharisees in John’s gospel, we want an explanation for it. It would be much easier for us if all suffering had a direct cause that we could easily see, and assign the blame to! But there will always be suffering for which we can see no direct cause, and thus cannot assign blame – perhaps as with the blindness of the man in this gospel story? Or at the US-Mexico border, for example? Or with the coronavirus? The challenge is not to find who is to blame, but rather how can we reach out to those who suffer and bring hope and comfort to their lives? For when we start to blame and judge others, without intending to do so, we add to the burdens of the suffering. Think for a moment how the parents must have felt when they were told by the religious authorities that they were the cause of their son ‘s blindness. We add so much to the  burdens of others as we judge and accuse. Blind to the pain others suffer, too often we draw lines where God would not. We can make things seem so simple when which direction to go may be a very difficult decision. We must not add to the burdens of others who have made choices we do not agree with. We must not be so lost in our own little world that we don’t see their needs. 


We are challenged to see the hand of God in our lives. In the words of the man born blind, “One thing I know. I was blind, but now I see.” The authorities (like the life guard on the beach at the beginning of this reflection) were afraid of what would happen when God got involved and they were no longer in control. And so, the man with new sight’s profession of faith came with a great cost. He was cast out of the synagogue, cut off from his family. That was the ironclad certainty of the law.


We sense great loneliness in the final scene in this passage when Jesus and the man converse outside the synagogue. We wait in faith, as it were, for God to write a new ending. Once we have seen with our heart, we can’t go back to the same old world. When we have experienced the mighty power of God , we see people differently, we see issues differently. We cannot expect everyone to see as we see. In our own church and world, there are those who would make single issues the litmus test of whether or not one is a follower of Jesus. Let us be clear that as a church and as believers we are called to have open hearts, open minds and open doors – for none are so blind as those who think they can see without God’s grace and God’s mercy.
Amen.
