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The account of Jesus restoring this man’s sight is one of John’s most brilliant 

compositions. Having rubbed muddy paste of spittle and dirt into the blind man’s eyes, 

Jesus sends him away to wash his face in a pool.  The man does as he is told and for the 

first time in his life he is able to physically see.  In the same way God created us out of dirt, 

in this story Jesus seems to literally take the stuff of creation into his own hands in order to 

perform a miraculous act.  

 

John’s purpose in telling the story seems to be quite straightforward. 

 

Having previously declared himself to be the light of the world, the truth of Jesus’s 

claim is now demonstrated in the gift of sight to a blind man.  As such John is preparing 

the way for the final revelation of Jesus’s true identity as the Christ. 

 

Yet woven into this dramatic narrative is all sorts of confusion, the confusion of the 

disciples, the confusion of the Pharisees and the confusion of the man’s parents. (in fact the 

only people not confused in the story are Jesus and the man…) 

 

As a Jew, his blindness was problematic within the context of purity codes.  Sickness 

or disability was seen as being the direct result of some sort of sin. So, it is not surprising 

that the first thing the disciples ask Jesus is a clarifying one: “Who sinned? The man or his 

parents?” They don’t ask him to heal the man, they’re just curious, they want to know who 

is responsible for his “unfortunate” situation.  And, as he heals him anyway, Jesus tells 

them that they are asking entirely the wrong question: 

 

In verse 3, Jesus says to his disciples, “He was born blind so that God’s work might 

be revealed in him.” Note: it does not say “revealed TO him,’ as if the act of taking away 

his blindness would reveal some sort of Divine truth.  But rather, it says “revealed IN him,” 

as if he was destined for some greater purpose than his community ever thought possible. 

 

Those disciples were playing the old blame game. They wanted to know whose fault 

it was. They needed some kind of reasonable allocation of guilt – so they could say he’s 

blind because of this or that, this harmful action or that sinful person. But Jesus shifts the 

focus from what might have occurred, the past, to the work to be done, the future.  Jesus’ 

response aims to topple this disability/sin pairing.  He says that it’s all about manifesting 

God’s glory, and just went ahead and healed the man.  

 

It makes sense though, right?  We want to know who to blame for things. We want 

to know who we can direct our anger towards.   
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We crave order.  We want to know that this caused this and that caused that.  Not 

having anything or anyone to blame is terrifying.  And this desire to blame generally leads 

us to blaming the wrong people… 

 

Years ago when I was the director of a food pantry in New Jersey, I was a part of a 

coalition made up of religious leaders and people who spent their lives working to eradicate 

food insecurity for those living in urban neighborhoods.  A few weeks before Thanksgiving, 

we had a lively discussion about record keeping. Super fun… The conversation was 

brought up by one of the other food pantry directors who was deeply concerned that people 

were taking advantage of the system and going to all of the food pantries, when in fact 

regulations had been set that limited the visits to only three agencies per month.  As the 

discussion began to grow more hostile, a colleague of mine slowly stood up and placed his 

hands on his chest and in a shaky voice said these words, “We are not the ‘morality police.’ 

Our job is to feed people.  Stop blaming the ones we are called to serve. It’s not their fault 

that they’re hungry.” We are not the morality police.  That’s not how it works. 

 

So, speaking of morality policing, let’s look at the Pharisees.  

 

Like the disciples, the Pharisees are deeply confused. 

 

According to Old Testament prophecy the giving of sight was recognized to be one 

of the signs of the Messiah. Isaiah 35:4 reads, “...then will the eyes of the blind be opened 

and the ears of the deaf unstopped.” But with this miraculous act having occurred on a 

Sabbath, Jesus couldn’t be the Messiah because the Pharisees were certain no true Messiah 

would break any of their sacred laws.   

 

The man’s parents were also confused and beyond confirming that the man was 

indeed their son, they cannot explain why he can now see. 

 

Ironically, as I mentioned before, it is the formerly blind man who sees with a 

clarity his interrogators do not.  He does not know how or why the healing happened.  All 

he knows is he was blind and now he can see.  And turning the tables on the Pharisees he 

asks if the man who healed him was not from God then who or where was he from? 

Confusion reigns and having no answer, the case collapses as the Pharisees resort to 

abuse and in the end, throw the man out.  They could not reconcile their expectations of 

who the Messiah would be and how the Messiah would act with the person and activities of 

Jesus. Jesus did not fit into their categories. He did not match their understanding.  In their 

terms, strict obedience to the law was the hallmark of true devotion and faithfulness. With 

this healing and others like it, the religious leaders found themselves no longer in control, 

and for that reason there was a price to pay.  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. 
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 I’m sure their confusion also came with a sense of great disappointment.  This was 

not who they were waiting for.  This couldn’t be the one.  This miracle worker, Jesus, was 

way outside of what they were expecting.  

Note that none of the gospels call any of Jesus' healing works a "miracle." 

"Miracle" is our word for the inexplicable phenomena that appear to arise from sources 

other than ourselves. It's always the crowd that is astonished by Jesus' miraculous 

moments, never Jesus, as if his wondrous work is the most natural thing in the world. What 

we label as "miracle," odd, out of this world, is what the gospels regard as normal now that 

Jesus is here.  

But, I invite you to think about this question: Did the man need to be healed? The 

New Revised Standard version (the one we use) titles this reading as “A Man Born Blind 

Receives Sight.” Maybe this is about something bigger. 

Nancy Eiesland, former Associate Professor of Sociology of Religion at Emory 

University, is one of a number of theologians that have spent a lot of time in recent years 

studying our text for today.   

By the time she was 13 years old, Eisesland had had 11 operations for the congenital 

bone defect in her hips. So why did she say she hoped that when she went to heaven she 

would still be disabled? 

The reason, which seems clear enough to many disabled people, was that her 

identity and character were formed by the mental, physical and societal challenges of her 

disability. She felt that without her disability, she would “be absolutely unknown to God.” 

By the time of her death at 44, Ms. Eiesland had come to believe that God was in 

fact disabled, a view she articulated in her influential 1994 book, “The Disabled God: 

Toward a Liberatory Theology of Disability.” She pointed to the scene described in Luke 

24:36-39 in which the risen Jesus invites his disciples to touch his wounds. 

“In presenting his impaired body to his startled friends, the resurrected Jesus is 

revealed as the disabled God,” she wrote. God remains a God the disabled can identify 

with, she argued — he is not cured and made whole; his injury is part of him, neither a 

divine punishment nor an opportunity for healing. 

There is a similar shift in the Gospel text for today.  While Jesus does in fact “heal” 

this blind man, Jesus does not say that he is making him “whole.” We have to read these 

stories in their original social and economic contexts. Jesus restoring sight to the man born 

blind was not something that erased all of his experiences up until that moment.  They 

remained as a part of his identity.   In fact, after receiving sight, the man’s life gets pretty 

messed up. He loses everything he ever knew. His own parents don’t even defend him. 

Throughout the gospels, we are constantly reminded that there is a great cost for 

discipleship.  
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Look at our Gospel lesson for today; it takes only two verses for the actual miracle 

and thirty-nine for the reaction. Folks, this stuff is hard to understand. We’re still trying to 

figure it all out 2,000 years later! 

So often in the gospels - especially in John - from his earliest invitation, "Come and 

see," to his opening the eyes of the blind, his naming himself as "The Light of the World," 

all those parables, so many of which were simple exercises in seeing, in perceiving the 

reality of God concealed in everyday events and objects - something lost, a coin, a sheep, a 

son, a farmer sowing seed, a traveler needing help - in all this Jesus seems to be inviting 

people to a new way of seeing, a new way of discerning, of recognizing God, and God's 

realm at the core of everything that is.  

But, what are we supposed to do when everything seems dark?  What are supposed 

to be doing when our human impulses lead us to want someone to blame for the darkness 

in our world?  What do we do when we can’t see God? Cornel West, an activist, scholar 

and son of a Baptist minister, was once interviewed about his life, and was asked how he 

was able to continue living after the many tragedies he had experienced in his time.  West 

stopped and looked right at the interviewer, smiling, and said, “I just love my way through 

the darkness.”  Listen to that again.  “I love my way through the darkness.” He has no 

magical formula for how to make the darkness go away, but rather, has made a choice to 

continue loving through it all.  That’s why I think it’s so important that Jesus tells us that 

he is the “light.”  When Jesus tells us to Come and see, he is not talking about physically 

seeing anything. Rather he invites us into a relationship where our strength can come from 

a divine sense of light.  

Our challenge continues to be, in this season of Lent, to make space in our lives to 

listen for God’s call – the places in our living where God is calling us to confess with our 

mouth, like the man in the story: “I do not have all the answers, but ‘one thing I do know, I 

once was blind, but now I see.’” Let us love our way through the darknesses in our own 

lives, knowing that our light comes from Jesus, the one who came to save us all.  The one 

who offers us a new way of seeing the world.  

Amen.  


