March 2, 2008
John 9:1-41, selected passages
Sermon: “None So Blind As Those Who Will Not See” Bob Jack
Text: “But now that you say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains.”

There are at least two kinds of blindness. One kind is
physical, like the man born blind in this morning’s reading from
the Bible: blind from birth, living in a world of darkness, never
seeing a sunrise or sunset, a flower, the face of a newborn baby.
Even with heroic effort, even though people who are visually
impaired can lead productive, rich lives — any way you look at it,
blindness is still a tragic condition.

Another kind of blindness is moral, spiritual, like the folks in
the Bible story: the religious leaders and those in the crowd. Blind,
unable to see and celebrate the work of God among them. Blind to
the light of the world. It’s tragic.

Both kinds of blindness are represented in today’s gospel
story.

Here we have this blind man, blind since birth, utterly

without sight. A tragedy. But — just like that! — tragedy becomes



theology. You have seen this happen in your own life. Something
bad happens to you, and what’s your natural response? “Why is
this happening to me? What did I ever do to deserve this?”
Theology: “God, why me?”

Here, in this story, the theological question is: “Jesus, who
sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” The
liberals say it was his parents fault. A racist, capitalist society
created the conditions that led to the man’s blindness. It had
nothing to do with the man, and everything to do with the unjust
society we live in, a society that picks on the weakest members.

Conservatives say, “No, the man has no one but himself to
blame. His sin, whatever it was, led to his punishment.” There’s
this ongoing debate, you see, between those who see it as a
personal problem and those who want to blame society.

I’ve seen it in this church. A number of years ago, one of our
teenagers was running with the wrong crowd, and got involved in
an armed robbery of a store in Rock Hill. He was arrested and

spent several years in a state prison. But while the trial was going



on, | could hear both sides of the story from members of this
church. I heard one side saying, “Well, you know, his parents are
fine people. But you can be a little too nice, you know; a little too
easy on your kids. That’s what went wrong with him.”

And I heard the other side saying, “Well, his parents
probably set the standards too high; you know, put too much
pressure on him. That’s why he did what he did.”

See, we’re too quick to theologize, to try to make sense, to
try to exonerate ourselves or God from responsibility in these
cases: “Jesus, who sinned first, the blind man or his parents, that he
should be this way?”

And when you read the story you see that Jesus will have
none of this. Instead, he sees the man’s plight as an opportunity to
get a glimpse of God’s glory. And so, with a bit of spit and a little
dirt, a loving touch and some kindly advice, he heals the man.

Glory be to God!



The bandage is removed, the man squints in the morning
light, blinks once or twice, and praise God, he sees! Now,
everybody can rejoice and throw a big party! Right?

Wrong! That’s not the way we do things in church. Not then;
not now. After all, we’re Presbyterians, we’re serious people. We
can’t get happy that quickly. We need more answers.

So, they summon Jesus.

“You, sir! You claim that you can heal. What medical school
did you graduate from, and where’s your AMA certification? And
who do you think you are, claiming to forgive sins? Do you have
any theological training? Who do you think you are, anyway?”

That’s probably what John wants us to ask: “Who 1is this?
Who is this man who can turn water into wine...make a blind man
see...raise the dead...who 1s he?”

The healing is over in just a few verses, but the story goes on
for a whole chapter after it. The healing ought to have been the end

of the story, but for John it’s just the beginning. The bulk of the



story has to do with the negative response of people to the healing,
rather than accepting it as an act of God.

“Who is this?”

“Well, I don’t know for sure,” the blind man says. “I didn’t
actually see him when it happened. | just know | was blind and
now I can see.”

So, they grab his parents: “Lady, is this your son? This kid’s
been running around claiming he’s been healed, trying to make
something big out of this Jesus fellow. Do you know him?”

“Well, he sort of looks like our son,” the mother confesses.
“But we can’t say for sure. Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

To which the Pharisees reply, “We’re going to kick him out
of the synagogue for taking part in an unapproved, illegal healing.
And you’ll be held responsible, too, as his parents.”

“Now that you mention it,” says the father, “maybe that isn’t

our son, after all. Our son is blind. Can’t be our son.”



So the Pharisees turn again to the man. And he says to them,
“You know that man who healed me? It was Jesus. Now, just leave
me alone!”

And with that, they kick him out of the church.

The Bible tells us that Jesus is the light, but that you and |
prefer the darkness. Imagine that! All of us are resistant, to a
degree, to the light. Jesus is the light of the world, we say, but then
we qualify that by saying “only according to my acceptable
categories.” We resist the light, you and 1. We want things to
remain just as they are. We can’t imagine that God would have a
greater plan for four lives than the plan we are working.

| was thinking about this fact the other day when | read an
article about a man named Charles Duell. It seems that in 1899 he
was head of the US Patents Office in Washington. And he resigned
from that office because he believed that “everything that can be

invented has [already] been invented.”



There is something about us, John says, that loves darkness
rather than light. We can’t imagine that God would have more in
store for us.

Don’t get hung up in this story, my friend, about the hows
and the whys of the man born blind. After a few verses, it’s not his
story anymore. It’s our story. It’s about us, most of us who are not
born blind, but are blind to being reborn. We’re like Nicodemus a
couple of Sundays ago, “Jesus, how can a person be born again
when he’s 01d?”

Something about us wants to resist the new, the previously
unknown, untried, unproven stuff. It seems so irresponsible, so
carefree, so reckless, because we can’t necessarily explain it. So
we dismiss it.

“All I know 1is, I was blind. Now I see.”

We tried to help him. We really did. He lived close to our
church. He even had a past connection with that little church | once
pastored. Went through Sunday School as a boy. Now he lived in a

rundown house with a yard littered with broken-down cars,



discarded appliances lying around. He drank. Rumors got around
about abuse of his wife and kids.

We tried to help out. Some of the women brought meals
when there was a need. Once we even paid to send the kids to
church camp.

Nothing. All our good efforts were for nothing.

Then | bumped into him one day in the post office. Hardly
recognized him at first. He was clean shaven, wearing new clothes,
even whistling a happy tune. He spoke to me first.

“Tom, 1s that you?” I wondered as I sized him up in his new
look. “You look great. What happened?”

“I got saved,” he said.

“From what?”’ I asked.

“From hell,” he said proudly. “The hell of my life. The hell I
put my family through. Born again. Baptized with the Holy Ghost.
No more booze. A new man, praise Jesus.”

I couldn’t deny the miracle. It was standing right in front of

me.



Then he told me the church where he was saved. The
Pentecostal church in town. The church we Presbyterians not so
politely referred to as ‘holy rollers.’

“That’s great, Tom,” I said. “I just wish our church could
have helped you more.”

He smiled. “Don’t feel bad, Bob. Your church tried but it
really didn’t want me. You folks wanted to fix me up, make me
respectable. What | needed was the Holy Ghost.”

“All I know 1s, I was blind. Now I see.”

I remember when Promise Keepers came to Charlotte about
ten years ago. Some of my clergy colleagues and | were talking
about the rally, and what kind of people were going to it. | was
surprised by some of the comments | heard them make.

“I hear they’re a bunch of homophobes.”

“I want to know what all those men are doing together.”

“Jocks for Jesus”

“All 1T know,” said another, “is that our church has tried to

deal with its racist attitudes for the last 20 years and we’ve gotten



nowhere. Promise Keepers has touched the lives of about a dozen
men in my church — told them to repent of their racism, then go out
and make friends with someone not of their own race, and they’ve
done it. That’s all I know.”

The story this morning tells us that there are two kinds of
blindness. One is physical. It’s a tragedy, but one that can be
overcome, in great part, through courage and determination and
education.

The other is spiritual. It can be overcome only through the
lavish and extravagant grace of God in Christ. Most of us are one

and not the other.
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