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Our lesson begins with a man who can't see.  He isn't alone.  Physically speaking, some people are born blind, and other people become blind, but our lesson doesn't tell us why that happens.  It doesn't tell us about physical blindness.  It ends up telling us about another kind of blindness‑-this is the kind you have to work at.  It's the kind we all suffer from at times.  And, what's worse, when we do suffer from it we make others suffer even more.  People call it different things‑-spiritual blindness, blindness of the heart, moral blindness.  For me there's some​thing a bit trite about those labels‑-as if we could say "It's just this part of me that's blind.  Its just my heart, not my head, not the rest of me."  But the blindness our lesson speaks of is more serious.  When you're blind this way, it's not just a part of you that's blind‑-it's you.  It's all of you.  So you may not even know it when you've got it.  You can be so blind, you're blind to your own blindness.  That's hard to explain, but it's true.  We don't know how it happens, and how we ever get over it is nothing short of a miracle, but it does happen.  That much we know, because every once in a while we do at least catch other people at it.  You hear an argument getting nasty and one of the people says, "I'm not angry.  I'm not fighting dirty.  I'm just trying to make my point."  You can see what that person doesn't see.  Then you realize something's uncomfortably familiar about that exchange.  You realize you've acted that way too, and probably will again.  Be assured, you have plenty of company.  If we're talking about physical blind​ness, there's just one person in this story who's blind.  But if we're talking about this other kind of blindness, it looks like there are only two people in this story who can see what's really going on.


The disciples can't see what's really going on, because their curiosity is out of place.  Instead of asking "What can we do for this man" they want to debate about how he got that way.  Curiosity has its place, but when it's out of place it can be lethal.  And it's out of place when it makes us overlook people's needs.  But Jesus sees, by the light of God's love.  At first it looks like he's going to settle his disciples' argument.  It looks like he's going to say "This is why the man's blind."  Actually, he changes the subject.  "We don't have all day," he says.  "It's time to do something about this while we can."  This is the beginning of good news.  This is God's love at work in the world.  If anybody could know what made the man blind, it would be God, wouldn't it?  But here the important question isn't "What does God know?"  The important question is "What does God care about?"  And God doesn't care about what's over and done with.  This is what the disciples failed to see.  They were wrong, of course, about what caused the man's blindness.  But as far as God is concerned, their questions weren't so much wrong as pointless.  It really didn't matter how the man got that way.  What did matter was meeting the man's need for sight.  What also mattered was meeting everybody's need for another kind of sight.  So Jesus heals the blind man, and now one need has been met.  But Jesus also goes out of his way to stir up trouble, so he can address a deeper need.  Sometimes, to cure some kinds of blindness, you have to stir up trouble.  Jesus breaks the law, which of course was one of his favorite atten​tion-getters.  But this time, for good measure, he broke it twice--once by making clay on the sabbath, and once by healing.  And that's when the trouble began.  The more things began to heat up, the blinder some people got.  But the blind man started to see with more than just his eyes.


This time it's some religious figures who can't see what's really going on.  Only this time it's not curiosity that gets in the way: it's arrogance.  These people know an awful lot about God.  They know the Bible has a verse to fit every situa​tion.  And the Bible is crystal clear about this.  This healing can't be God's work.  God's people don't heal on the sabbath for any reason.  And God doesn't heal people who don't deserve it‑-like this beggar.  They can't be wrong about any of this.  They know their Bible.  


Now this attitude isn't just a Jewish problem.  It's a problem whenever anybody thinks the Bible‑-any Bible‑-is like a road atlas instead of a compass.  Jesus treated scripture more like a compass, but not these people.  They knew what the Bible had to be like‑-every road you might take has to be on the page already, and you can see exactly where it ends up.  Christians have fallen prey to this attitude countless times.  When Galileo tried to change our view of the solar system, his ideas were condemned by the church.  How could the earth move when the bible said clearly that God made the sun stand still‑-not the earth‑-so Joshua could win a battle?  So poor Galileo had to wait until about seven years ago for Rome to admit they had been a little hasty with their judgment.  And a few years ago Southern Baptists passed a resolution on ordaining women.  It said the Bible was crystal clear‑-it doesn't matter what a woman's gifts are; it doesn't matter if she believes God has called her; these people already know it can't happen.  Whenever people start to tell you the Bible is crystal clear about a current issue, be careful.  That's how arrogance begins.  If you start thinking that way, it won't be long until you can't tell the difference between God's word and your own opinion.  And then you'll be so blind, you're blind to your own blindness.


But while some people only got blinder, the blind man started to see with more than just his eyes.  He starts to see more because of his gratitude.  Grat​itude, after all, is the light of God's love reflected in us.  Gratitude moves us from modesty to courage, and then back again to start all over.  As long as its really gratitude it won't let courage turn into arrogance.  This man gets cross-examined by nearly everybody.  And it's amazing, next to all these people who know so much, how little he pretends to know.  He's arrogantly told "This man Jesus has to be a sinner.  The Bible says so."  But his answer is modest: "I don't know.  I don't know all the answers.  All I know is a while ago I was blind, but now I can see."  When you're grateful you don't have to have every question settled.  It's enough just to celebrate whatever it is that made you grateful.  After that, it isn't long before the man starts to see how silly some of these people are acting.  He starts seeing that there are other ways people can be blind.  It isn't long before he finds the courage to say a little more.  "Aren't you guys silly!  Somebody gets healed and you're wondering if it was a good thing or not.  Of course it's good!  What else could it be?  And the man who did it must be good too."  Now an odd thing about when you're blind to your own blindness is that, when someone tries to point it out to you, you just get angrier--and of course blinder.  And that's precisely what happens this time.  They show him the door and tell him not to come back.  It's a sad ending, but not for this man.  He joins up with another rejected man and gets to have a part in what's really going on.  But the people who threw him out only get blinder.  And we know what's coming soon.  Soon they're going to make things dark for every​body, so there won't be anyone around to tell them about their blindness.


For us, at least, it's still a hopeful ending.  Like the man born blind, we don't have all the answers.  Even though it happens to us too, we don't understand what makes people blind to their own blindness.  We understand even less about how they ever come to see again.  That really is a miracle.  But as long as we have anything to be grateful for, we know there's some light left.  And we know that sometimes that miracle really does happen.  It could even happen today.  Because God's light is still here with us, if only we'll look to see.  Amen. 
