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FAITH SONGS FOR LIFE RHYTHMS

Open My Eyes, That I May See:
Singing for New Sight

I Samuel 16:1-13; John 9:1-41

A few weeks ago, I bumped into one of our members in the produce
section of the grocery store.  It is where I do some of my best pastoral
care—either there or in the butcher section.  Apparently we are a meat and
vegetables congregation.  My friend was on the phone with her daughter and
explained that earlier in the day, the daughter had a minor accident with her
car.  “No one was hurt,” the mother explained.  “She was parallel-parked and,
when she looked to see if anything was coming, the other car was in her blind
spot and she pulled out into it.”

I know about blind spots.  My car has one where the support is that
separates the windshield from the door frame on the passenger side.  More
times than I like to think about I have almost pulled out in front of a car which
has somehow been hidden by that metal and plastic support.  How something
three inches wide can block the view of a full-size car approaching from the
right, I do not know.  But it happens.  All cars have blind spots.

It turns out that people do as well–at least according to Jesus.  As John
tells the story, a man blind from birth received his sight while the people
around him with perfectly good eyesight obviously had blind spots.  Listen to
this fascinating passage from John 9:

As he walked along, he saw a man blind from birth.  His
disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents,
that he was born blind?”  Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor
his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might
be revealed in him.  We must work the works of him who sent me
while it is day; night is coming when no one can work.  As long as
I am in the world, I am the light of the world.”  When he had said
this, he spat on the ground and made mud with the saliva and
spread the mud on the man’s eyes, saying to him, “Go, wash in
the pool of Siloam” (which means Sent).  Then he went and
washed and came back able to see. John 9:1-7



Scripture records numerous stories of the healing of people who are
blind.  Usually the account is rather simple, but John expands this story. 
There is more than physical blindness going on here.  The blind spots are
more pervasive than temporary obstructions to sight.

To begin, the issue of sin is prevalent.  When they first noticed a blind
man begging in the streets of Jerusalem, the disciples asked Jesus who had
sinned in order to cause the blindness.  Was it the man himself or his
parents?  It was an often debated question for there existed at that time a
common understanding that blindness was caused by sin, but whose sin? 
For Jesus, it was an opportunity for a miracle and a teachable moment.  It
was a chance to expose a few blind spots and display the glorious power of
God.

Last evening many of you were in attendance at the Nash County Arts
Center for the debut staged reading of Lela Chesson’s play, Out in Left Field. 
Lela brilliantly used the once-stigmatized circumstance of being left-handed
to shed light on our attitudes toward people who are different from ourselves,
notably in sexual orientation.  Just as left handed people were once
considered cursed and even put to death, in Jesus’ day it was believed that
blindness and other physical challenges were brought about by some heinous
sin.  Just whose sin it was became the topic of attention, a blind spot that
prevented people from seeing the person behind those dark eyes.

So Jesus made a little mud out of dust and spit and applied it as a
cream to the man’s eyes.  It reminds me of the creation story where God
takes clay and shapes it into a human form and then breathes life into the
figure.  There in the busy streets of Jerusalem, a re-creation happened in all
of its earthy simplicity.  The man washed his eyes and he could see.  He was
re-created.  That is not the end of the story, however.  Matthew, Mark, or Luke
might have had Jesus continue on his journey, but not John.  He has more to
tell:

The neighbors and those who had seen him before as a
beggar began to ask, “Is this not the man who used to sit and
beg?”  Some were saying, “It is he.”  Others were saying, “No, but
it is someone like him.”  He kept saying, “I am the man.”  But they
kept asking him, “Then how were your eyes opened?”  He
answered, “The man called Jesus made mud, spread it on my
eyes, and said to me, ‘Go to Siloam and wash.’  Then I went and
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washed and received my sight.”  They said to him, “Where is he?”
He said, “I do not know.”
 

They brought to the Pharisees the man who had formerly
been blind.  Now it was a sabbath day when Jesus made the mud
and opened his eyes.  Then the Pharisees also began to ask him
how he had received his sight.  He said to them, “He put mud on
my eyes.  Then I washed, and now I see.”  Some of the Pharisees
said, “This man is not from God, for he does not observe the
sabbath.”  But others said, “How can a man who is a sinner
perform such signs?”  And they were divided.  So they said again
to the blind man, “What do you say about him?  It was your eyes
he opened.”  He said, “He is a prophet.”  The Jews did not believe
that he had been blind and had received his sight until they called
the parents of the man who had received his sight and asked
them, “Is this your son, who you say was born blind?  How then
does he now see?”  His parents answered, “We know that this is
our son, and that he was born blind; but we do not know how it is
that now he sees, nor do we know who opened his eyes.  Ask
him; he is of age.  He will speak for himself.”  His parents said this
because they were afraid of the Jews; for the Jews had already
agreed that anyone who confessed Jesus to be the Messiah
would be put out of the synagogue.  Therefore his parents said,
“He is of age; ask him.”  So for the second time they called the
man who had been blind, and they said to him, “Give glory to
God!  We know that this man is a sinner.”  He answered, “I do not
know whether he is a sinner.  One thing I do know, that though I
was blind, now I see.”  They said to him, “What did he do to you? 
How did he open your eyes?”  He answered them, “I have told
you already, and you would not listen.  Why do you want to hear
it again?  Do you also want to become his disciples?”  Then they
reviled him, saying, “You are his disciple, but we are disciples of
Moses.  We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this
man, we do not know where he comes from.”  The man
answered, “Here is an astonishing thing!  You do not know where
he comes from, and yet he opened my eyes.  We know that God
does not listen to sinners, but he does listen to one who worships
him and obeys his will.  Never since the world began has it been
heard that anyone opened the eyes of a person born blind.  If this
man were not from God, he could do nothing.”  They answered
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him, “You were born entirely in sins, and are you trying to teach
us?”  And they drove him out. John 9:8-34

Suddenly, this man whom everyone knew, a fellow who was forced to
make a living by begging, a guy who was a regular fixture in the community,
was like a stranger.  Once he could see, other people had trouble recognizing
him.  I am not surprised.  We know that because our eyes tell so much about
us, sunglasses provide a fairly good disguise for they cover up the eyes. 
When the man was blind, his eyes were dark and unresponsive.  When he
was healed, however, his eyes were alive–expressive and reactive.  You can
imagine him walking around in wonder at seeing the world for the first time. 
He did not look the same because he was not the same.  He was changed.

No one really knows who first said, “The eyes are the windows to the
soul,” but they were right.  In fact, Jesus himself said, “The eye is the lamp of
the body.  So, if your eye is sound, your whole body will be full of light; but if
your eye is not sound, your whole body will be full of darkness” (Matthew
6:22-23a).  The man who was healed was changed and it was evident in his
eyes and his entire countenance.  His eloquence erupted.  His insight poured
forth.  Yet not everyone recognized him once his sight was restored.

The Pharisees also had trouble seeing the man who had been blind. 
They questioned the friends, the parents, and the newly-seeing man himself. 
They did not believe that he had been born blind.  They treated the story as
a hoax.  Who is this person who “healed” you?  What did he do?  How could
a righteous man heal on the sabbath?  He must be a sinner because only a
sinner would break the law and work on the sabbath.

You see, the Pharisees had trouble seeing Jesus.  The truth is they saw
only what they wanted to see, and they did not want to see the troublemaker
from Nazareth.  The ironic twist to the story is that the Pharisees were the
ones who were truly blind.  When confronted with the contradiction that a
miracle was conducted by someone they considered to be a sinner, they
balked.  They turned on the man who was healed and reverted to their
ignorant opinion that he was thoroughly steeped in sin and threw him out of
the synagogue.  It was left to Jesus to point out to them that his purpose in
coming to earth was to bring sight to the blind–physical and spiritual–but that
those who claimed to see were actually the blind ones.  Hear the end of the
story:
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Jesus heard that they had driven him out, and when he
found him, he said, “Do you believe in the Son of Man?”  He
answered, “And who is he, sir?  Tell me, so that I may believe in
him.”  Jesus said to him, “You have seen him, and the one
speaking with you is he.”  He said, “Lord, I believe.”  And he
worshiped him.
 

Jesus said, “I came into this world for judgment so that
those who do not see may see, and those who do see may
become blind.”  Some of the Pharisees near him heard this and
said to him, “Surely we are not blind, are we?”  Jesus said to
them, “If you were blind, you would not have sin.  But now that
you say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains. John 9:35-41

Clearly, physical sight is not the issue here because many believers
have been blind and yet have had keen spiritual insight.  Numerous
hymnwriters were blind including William W. Walford (who wrote “Sweet Hour
of Prayer”), George Matheson (the author of “O Love That Will Not Let Me
Go”), John Milton (who wrote “Let Us With a Gladsome Mind” as well as his
epic poem, Paradise Lost), and Fanny Crosby (who wrote 8,0000 hymns). 
No, the blindness of which Jesus speaks is a blindness within the heart.  And
what a quick wit Jesus had!  He completely turned the tables on the
Pharisees.  They believed that blindness was caused by sin, but Jesus
pointed out to them that prejudiced sight is sinful.  Their eyes likely had 20/20
vision, but they could see nothing with their hearts.

Our blind spots prevent us from seeing other people as they are.  No
surprise to anyone, our blind spots often occur at the points of race, religion,
ethnicity, economy, social standing, sexuality, and personality.  In other
words, our blindness is often a thinly veiled cover for our prejudice.

In his weekly article in The Telegram, columnist Mike Ruffin reminded
us on Friday that all people are “souls.”  He noted that, as in the case of the
missing Malaysian airliner, we often refer to a lost plane or ship as having a
certain number of souls on board.1  He is right.  Each of us not only has a
soul, we are a soul.  Spiritual blindness ignores that fact and pretends that an
individual or group of people is less than God created them to be.

Clara Scott was not blind, but she was aware of our inclination to climb
into our blindness and hide.  Inspired by the psalmist who wrote in Psalm

1Mike Ruffin, “Jet Tragedy Points to Souls’ Fates,” The Rocky Mount Telegram (March 28, 2014): 2B.
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119:18, "Open my eyes, so that I may behold wondrous things out of your
law," she penned the much loved hymn, “Open My Eyes, That I May See.”

Open my eyes, that I may see glimpses of truth thou hast for me;
place in my hands the wonderful key that shall unclasp and set me free.
Silently now I wait for thee, ready, my God, thy will to see.
Open my eyes, illumine me, Spirit divine!2

Her beautiful hymn expresses in song what John wrote so eloquently in
scripture: spiritual sight leads us to truth which sets us free.  It is those who
are spiritually blind who walk in darkness.  Children of the truth dance in the
light.

 Spiritual blindness also prevents us from witnessing all that God is
doing in the world.  Once we remove our blind spots, all of our senses are
enlivened to experience God’s world in all of its wonder and glory.  As Scott’s
hymn prays,

Open my ears, that I may hear voices of truth thou sendest clear;
and while the wavenotes fall on my ear, everything false will disappear.
Silently now I wait for thee, ready, my God, thy will to see.
Open my ears, illumine me, Spirit divine!

Earlier our Youth Choir sang “Lord of the Small,” a hymn text written by
Johanna Anderson.3  The anthem was written in honor of the life of Erin
Buenger, a girl who was diagnosed with neuroblastoma when she was five. 
For seven years, she endured chemotherapy, stem cell transplants, surgery,
radiation, and experimental therapies.  At the same time, she rode horses,
played softball and soccer, sang in the church choir, kept up in school, and
served on the student council.  She even lobbied on Capital Hill and raised
money for cancer research.4  The anthem was written in memory of Erin who
died at twelve years old.  Moreover, it is a celebration of her life and the ways
in which God uses the small things in life to work his wonders.

The point is that when we remove our blinders, we see all of the
possibilities life holds for us.  We see what God is doing in the lives of other
people as well as in our own lives.  We see what God wants us to do today
in order that we might change someone’s tomorrow.

2Clara H. Scott, 1895.
3Johanna Anderson, “Lord of the Small,” (Columbus: Beckenhorst Press, Inc., 2010).
4“In Memoriam,” as printed in “Lord of the Small.”
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Clara Scott also realized that it is not enough simply to gain insight.  Her
beautiful hymn reminds us that we also open our mouths to speak the truth
we see and open our hearts to share God’s love with everyone:

Open my mouth, and let me bear gladly the warm truth everywhere;
open my heart and let me prepare love with thy children thus to share.
Silently now I wait for thee, ready, my God, thy will to see.
Open my heart, illumine me, Spirit divine!

The Pharisees may not have been able to see the obvious miracle
Jesus had worked in the life of the man born blind, but we can see it.  If we
will, we can eliminate our blind spots and see all of the miracles God is
causing all around us–in your life and mine and throughout this city.  In a few
moments, Carson will offer us a beautiful song which ought to become our
prayer for it begins, “I pray you’ll be our eyes.”5  May it be so with us all. 
Amen.

5Carole Bayer Sager and David Foster, “The Prayer,” (Miami: Warner Bros. Publications, 1998).
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March 30, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

In this season when our spiritual focus is turned inward, O God, we
become uneasy with the realization that you see us as we really are and know
us completely.  Our actions and opinions are often short-sighted because they
grow out of regret for the past, a need to control the present, or fear of the
future.  Where our perspective is limited or we lack clarity about decisions or
purpose, we often fail to put our complete trust in you.  

But we have the assurance that you are our Creator who discerns our
thoughts and the deepest longings of our hearts.   You number the hairs upon
our heads and often meet our needs before we are even aware of them.  You
share our joys and know the dark places of our lives that we would rather hide
from you.  We are grateful, O God, that you comprehend all that we do and
all that we are, and yet, you do not give us what we deserve but share with us
out of the abundance of your blessings.   You know our hearts, and even still,
you bestow compassion instead of condemnation.  For every expression of
your grace and every good gift which comes from you, we offer our thanks
and praise.

We know, O God, that in spite of our limitations of resolve and
resources, you have entrusted the care for this world and for one another into
our hands, promising that you will supply our needs.  Help us to see all the
ways that you are at work in our world, especially in the small broken things,
in the meek and poor, in the vulnerable places where we would not think to
look for you.   Open our eyes to see beauty in unexpected places and
everyday encounters because our busy schedules and myopic agendas often
prevent us from recognizing the wonder and delight that are all around us.  

Grant us the vision in this season of Lent and beyond to look deeply at
our own lives while seeing the rest of your children through your eyes of
compassion.  Teach us to look at those whom we might judge or about whom
we make assumptions because of differences in language or creed or custom
or opinion  as your beloved children and the neighbors we are called to serve. 
Help us to recognize in every face we see, every circumstance we encounter,
every possibility that is ours, your Spirit which is at work, empowering and
transforming us and all of creation.

In the name of the One whose life, death and resurrection have given
us a vision of joyful and abundant life now and eternal life with you, even
Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


