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1 Samuel 16:1–13

Psalm 23

Ephesians 5:8–14

John 9:1–41

He was the most unlikely of evangelists—the last person his community would have expected to be chosen as a vessel for the revelation of God in their midst.  We never learn his name.  He is referred to only as “a man born blind.”  In line with the predominant theological thinking of the day, his physical blindness had something to do with sin, either his or his parents’.  Though his parents were still around, they decline to get involved when their child is in trouble.  Though he lives near family, the man spends his days begging by the road.  Who would have thought that this man would be chosen?  Chosen to be the one in this place to speak to the presence of God in the world; incarnate in the person of Jesus.  

He was the most unlikely of saviours—this man, born in a stable, now an itinerant preacher and teacher; he, a sinner in the eyes of the religious establishment, for he works on the Sabbath, kneading mud and spit to make a healing balm.  Who would have thought that this man had the capacity to give sight to the blind, that this outsider would carry with him the message of salvation for the world, that he would, himself, become that very salvation?

And they were the most unlikely candidates to be found to be living with sin—the religious authorities, whose role it was to teach what it meant to be righteous, and to be living examples of righteousness themselves.   How surprising that it would be that group and not the man born blind or the man who heals on the Sabbath that would, at the end of the day, be judged to be remaining “in sin.”  

Today’s Gospel from John challenged everything the community for which it was written knew and believed about what God meant by righteousness, what God expected in faith, and what living “in sin” meant.  Honestly, we haven’t come very far since then in those respects.  This Gospel story challenges our assumptions about righteousness, faith and sin as much today as it did when it was written.  

If today’s Gospel were simply about Jesus giving a blind man sight, we would be missing the point.  Jesus is walking along and sees a man he knows to have been born blind from birth at the side of the road.  Unlike most other healing stories in scripture, there is no dialogue between the man and Jesus prior to Jesus laying his hands on his eyes.  The man didn’t ask Jesus to make him see.  No one petitioned Jesus on his behalf.  Jesus saw him and, without his asking, gave him sight.  Jesus acts not in response to the man’s pleading, but to the disciples’ question about who must have sinned that this man would be born blind.  Did he sin, did his parents?  What did they do?

Imagine the years of stigma and shame.  An outcast because of his inability to physically see, there is the constant speculation about what he must have done to deserve this.  Or perhaps his parents’ past has come back to haunt them.  Whispers in doorways, raised eyebrows, slow shaking of the head as people walk by.  He may not be able to see their looks of disdain, but he can feel them.  With each sound of a coin hitting the bottom of the cup in his outstretched hand, he is reminded of his place in this community.     

The disciples’ question to Jesus sparks a radical act of turning upside down everything his followers, the man’s community and the religious authorities knew about righteousness before God.  Not only does he break the connection between physical health and sin, he goes so much further.  Jesus chooses this man, this outcast in his own town, to become a vehicle of God’s revelation to the world.  

The great need in this story of the man’s healing is not the man’s.  The man never asks Jesus to see.  The need in this story is God’s, articulated in the person of Jesus.  Jesus needs this man to witness to the power and presence of God in the people’s midst.  This story is not so much about healing—healing is the vehicle, true, but it isn’t the goal.  It is about being chosen; about being able to see God choosing us.  And it is about saying “yes.”

In the reading from the first Book of Samuel, God says to Samuel regarding choosing God’s next anointed, “The Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”  “The Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”  Using this language, the truth of the story of Jesus’ healing the man born blind becomes less about Jesus simply giving a blind man sight than about Jesus’ radical redefinition of who it is God chooses to show God’s presence in the world, and what it means, what it takes, to be in relationship with God.

The capacity and the willingness to recognize God in our midst often belongs to those we would never expect.  It does not always come from places we understand as centers of religious authority, however much the Pharisees in the Gospel, and many of us clergy types, might like to think so.  

Those who live in the margin, on the very edges for whatever reason, are often the most able, the most ready to see God working in their midst and, more challenging for many of us, more willing and able to tell others of their encounters with God.  Like the woman at the well last week, and the man in today’s Gospel, Jesus seeks and connects with those who have been told “there is no place for you here.”  Jesus seeks them out, and places them in the center of the action, responsible for spreading the Good News of God to the world.  In this, Jesus upsets the power structures of the day, both then and now, and reminds us that a deep relationship with God depends not on status, or proximity to the “inside”, but on an ability and willingness to see God standing before us, and to follow.  

I wonder, who are you in today’s Gospel story?  Who am I?   Am I a member of the religious authority, preventing the truth about God being spoken because it may not sound as I want it to sound, or come from a source I expect it to come from?  Or am I the man born blind, sitting on the margins, ready to see Jesus in my life, and to tell others I have.  Maybe, even, I am like Jesus in today’s story, intentionally seeking the marginalized and the outcast, expecting and praying they’ll tell me something of the truth of God.

The truth is, we are all of those characters.  I have aspects of all of these characters in me.  There are days when I’m a bit more like one than another, but I recognize them all.  And they engage not only with the people with whom I come in contact, but inside me—my head and heart the setting for the drama we heard in today’s Gospel.  I am often my own Pharisee, as I try to edit which parts of me are “good” and “right” and “holy” and acceptable to God, and which parts of me are not.  The interactions we heard between the religious authorities, the man born blind and Jesus, are relationships that gets played out over and over in my own head and in my prayer.

But if what we hear about today’s Gospel is true, it is true not just for communities of people, but for each of us as well.  With each one of us, God reaches past the parts of us we think are the most righteous. God reaches through these parts and into our brokenness, the parts of ourselves we are the least sure of; the pieces of our story that carry shame.  The parts of us we hide, for fear others wouldn’t love us or like us if they knew it.  God reaches there, and touches it and calls it into the center to be a place of healing and transformation for the Glory of God.  Because God does not want our best parts.  God wants it all.  God uses the places in our lives where we feel the most vulnerable and the most broken, God enters into our brokenness and, in those places, offers hope, and healing, and transformation.

And this is why this Gospel story is so important for me, especially during Lent, when my attention is drawn so drastically to my own brokenness, my sin.   

We tend to think about sin in a moralistic sense, as we confess what we have done and what we have not done.  We think back, many of us, to our first confessions, spending time making lists of all the things we would rather not think about, never mind say out loud to a priest.  Sins are behaviors we shouldn’t engage in, but do.  And we argue intensely about what belongs on those lists.  In today’s Gospel story, Jesus calls us to reconsider what is meant by sin, and how it operates in our lives.  

At the end of the story, it is the man born blind, originally the one assumed to be sinful, who is deemed most righteous by Jesus, and it is the religious authorities, originally thought to be the most righteous, who are told that their sin remains: a complete reversal of roles.  But why?  What have the authorities done wrong?  

God’s greatest desire is for us to be in relationship with him.  God is constantly calling us into relationship, constantly revealing God’s self to us in an attempt to begin, or renew, or deepen this relationship.  It might not always be what we think it should be, or what we would like it to be, but a desire for a relationship with God is a relationship.  Intense doubt only exists in relationship, in the possibility of existence.  Like any relationship, God knows there will be ups and downs.  But being in relationship with God is all God asks.  

Sin, then, is to refuse this relationship, or to stand in the way of it, for ourselves or for others.  Sin is an unwillingness to see God working in our lives in all the many ways God does work—is working.  

Sin is when we prevent the truth of God from being spoken because we don’t like where it’s coming from.  Sin is when shun a part of ourselves we have decided is not worthy of God’s love and healing touch, when we prevent God from making us revelations of God’s work in the world.  

Today, Jesus calls us up short. “See me!” Jesus calls to us from today’s Gospel reading, “Not with your eyes, but with your heart.  Look with your heart and see me.”   “Look to the margins,” he says, “to see God at work.”  Look to the margins of the world, the margins of our communities, of this community, look to the margins of ourselves . . .

. . . and there, take a good long look, and see that it is good, it is very, very, good. Come, follow me, is Jesus’ invitation.  “For I choose you”, God says, “I choose you.”  “For the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”

AMEN.
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