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SUMMARY
Jesus desires that we, too, may see the light.

AT A GLANCE
Jesus seeks us out, just as he sought out that formerly blind man. He asks if we believe in him and can envision a new outlook on life, seeing with the eyes of the soul.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Third Culture Christians,” March 30, 2014. 

If you see a word that begins with “presby,” chances are it has something to so with the Presbyterian tradition. Besides the word “Presbyterian,” there’s also the word “presbytery” — the regional governing body of that denomination. But it’s not an exclusively Presbyterian term. In Roman Catholic churches, “presbytery” is the name of the room where priests put on their vestments.
All these words come from the Greek word “presbyter,” which simply means “elder.” Presbyterian churches are governed by presbyters, elders elected by the congregation. Roman Catholic priests are also known as presbyters, and the office is descended from elders who assisted the local bishop in ancient times.
But there’s one word related to “presbyter” that has nothing to do with the church. It’s the medical condition known as presbyopia. If you’re over the age of 50, chances are pretty good you have it.
Presbyopia means “old eyes.” It’s the fuzzy vision most of us get as we grow older. It leads us to start using eyeglasses for reading, and eventually for everything else.
As surely as presbyopia is about old eyes, today’s gospel lesson from the ninth chapter of John is about new eyes — specifically the eyes of a certain blind man whom Jesus heals.

No Spitting?
Jesus is walking down the road with his disciples. They come across a man “blind from birth.” Seeing him, the disciples ask their master a theological question: “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?”
Let’s stop the narrative right here and take note of the human factor. This man is more than a theological case study. He’s a human being, with feelings and hopes and dreams. Because he has been blind from birth, his hearing is probably very acute (as is true of most blind people). Very likely, the man heard them talking with Jesus about him.
How do you suppose the disciples’ question makes him feel? No doubt it’s a question he has heard many times before. Most people assumed, in those days, that any serious health problem or disability was a punishment from God. Blaming the victim was all too common. This man has grown up with all the world telling him he is cursed.
For a great many rabbis of that time, the answer to the disciples’ question is easy. The man has been blind from birth, so it couldn’t possibly be his own sins that made him blind. It can only be the sins of his ancestors.
But Jesus doesn’t provide the typical response, the one the blind man is expecting to hear and that gives him a cold feeling in the pit of his stomach every time he hears it. Surprisingly, Jesus answers, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned.”
That’s a break from tradition. The man’s all ears. Then, Rabbi Jesus goes on to say, “He was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.”
We shouldn’t read too much into that. Jesus isn’t saying God is some sort of monster, visiting blindness upon a newborn baby just to create a teaching aid. It’s more like he’s saying, “Don’t even ask that question: just wait and see what happens next.”
Next, we come to the part of this story you might call “the ick factor” — the particular means Jesus chooses to restore the man’s sight. Jesus spits on the ground and makes a muddy poultice, then spreads it on the blind man’s eyes.
In the gospels, Jesus uses a variety of methods to heal people. Sometimes it’s a touch. Other times it’s a mere word. In Mark, chapter 10, Jesus heals a blind man named Bartimaeus simply by saying, “Your faith has made you well.”
So, what’s with the spittle and the mud? Why does he choose such a primitive medical treatment?
The answer may have something to do with the disciples’ question. Sure, they’re voicing the prevailing wisdom of their age, but they’re also incredibly insensitive to the feelings of the man before them. There he is in the all-encompassing darkness that is his life. He’s never known anything different. He’s acutely aware of the footfalls of everyone coming up to him. The voices he hears may be mocking or — if he’s lucky — kind. It’s not unusual for passersby to spit on him — cursed by God as he surely is — on account of his disability.
So, when he hears Jesus drawing up a great wad of spittle, he’s expecting the worst. Maybe he cringes, waiting for the insult about to come.
But this teacher does something different. Something unexpected. Jesus uses the spittle to make that poultice of mud and gently spreads it over the man’s blind eyes. Then he tells him to go wash it off, in the Pool of Siloam.

Overturning the Social Order
At this point, the story continues for a time without Jesus in it. That’s unusual for John’s gospel. The second half of this story is the longest stretch in the entire gospel when Jesus isn’t at center stage. John tracks Jesus’ story very closely, but the action shifts in this part of the story. It follows the blind man and what happens to him.
John tells us the man does as Jesus instructs, washing his face in the Pool of Siloam. Once he’s done, it’s as though he has new eyes. For the first time in his life, he can see!
Wouldn’t you expect this miraculous news would set off general rejoicing in the land? Not so. Quite the opposite happens.
One feature of most human communities — and not a very positive one — is that they don’t adapt especially well to change. In that community, there’s a well-established protocol or pecking order, and Jesus has just turned it on its head. Anchoring the bottom of that pecking order, for all his life, has been the man blind from birth. If you wanted someone to spit on, he was your man!
But suddenly, Jesus’ miracle has changed all that. And those at the top of the religious pecking order — the Pharisees — are not too happy about it.

John’s Anti-Semitism
We need to pause and recognize the language John uses here. Throughout this passage — and others like it — he freely names “the Jews” as the bad guys. He says in verse 18, “The Jews did not believe that he had been blind and had received his sight.” A little later, in verse 22, he says the blind man’s parents “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.”
This makes no sense at all, and here’s why: Jesus and his disciples are Jews. So are the blind man and his parents. What sense does it make for Jews to fear Jews?
John was writing at a troubled time. His audience was an early Christian church striving mightily to distance itself from Judaism. Not long before, the Romans had brutally put down a revolution in Jerusalem. They destroyed the temple. Those who persisted in the Jewish faith — the second generation following Jesus’ resurrection — are facing all sorts of persecutions. John wants to keep the Romans off the backs of his own Christian people, so, at many points in his narrative, he identifies “the Jews” as villains who did all sorts of terrible things, including killing Jesus.
The consequences of his choice of words have been tragic, ever since. Later generations of Christians — overlooking the obvious fact that Jesus and his disciples were Jews — practiced anti-Semitic persecutions, citing passages like these as justification. Passages like this one were used to justify the Good Friday pogroms that happened year after year in Czarist Russia, and even the Nazi holocaust. We Christians have a moral obligation to own that terrible history and to be careful about our language as we talk about who killed Jesus.
What John’s really saying, of course, is that a certain faction within Judaism — a certain party within the religious leadership — opposed Jesus. For that reason, you may want to try a little experiment. Every time you read the gospel of John and come across the words “the Jews,” consider doing a little translation in your mind. Replace “the Jews” with “the religious leaders.” That’s really what the Bible’s talking about.

A Kangaroo Court
Now, back to the story. These Pharisees are alarmed at Jesus. They’re suspicious of his religious reform movement. It’s growing bigger by the day. So, they haul the formerly blind man before them for a courtroom-style cross-examination.
The Pharisees have heard how Jesus performed this miracle on the Sabbath. All they need now is a little evidence to prove it.
Now, if Jesus had simply said to the man, “Your faith has made you well,” there would have been no problem. But there was this matter of the spittle-and-mud poultice. When Jesus made that simple concoction, he was working. On the Sabbath. Gotcha, Jesus!
At least that’s what some of the Pharisees think. How could a man who worked on the Sabbath be God’s instrument? But other Pharisees looked at what he’d just done for the blind man and asked themselves, “How could he not be God’s instrument?”
“There was division among them,” says John. Maybe the reason Jesus made the poultice to begin with — rather than simply saying, “Your faith has made you well” — was to confound the Pharisees!
The religious hardliners won’t let it rest. Maybe the whole miracle is a hoax. Maybe the man wasn’t really blind to begin with. They pepper the formerly blind man with questions. They ask him who he thinks Jesus is.
“He is a prophet.”
That’s a powerful claim, linking Jesus with the likes of Elijah and Moses. The Pharisees aren’t too happy about that and switch to a new approach. They try to undermine the man’s testimony. They call in his parents.
“Is this your son?”
“Yes, it is.”
“Tell us how it is he’s no longer blind.”
“We have no idea. Why don’t you ask him?”
They call the man in a second time.
“Tell us this man who healed you is a sinner!”
“Is he? What would I know about that? All I know is I once was blind, but now I see!”
They start to question him again about how, exactly, Jesus healed him. But he says, “I already told you that. Why are you asking again? Do you want to become his disciples?”
It’s a snarky answer, but you can hardly blame the guy. He has had enough of this. The greatest thing in his life has just happened, and these people are more concerned with a handful of mud than a pair of blind eyes that can now see! “If this man were not from God,” he tells them, “he could do nothing!”
Whereupon they drive him from their presence, condemning him as a sinner.

A Doctor in Search of a Patient
It’s now that Jesus comes back into the picture. Having heard what the Pharisees did to the man he healed, Jesus seeks him out. Most of the time in the Bible, people come to Jesus for healing, but this time the doctor goes out searching for his patient. When he finds him, he asks him, “Do you believe in the Son of Man?”
“Who’s he? Tell me, so I can believe in him.”
Jesus says, “You have seen him, and the one speaking to you is he.”
Under the circumstances, which is more remarkable: the first half of that sentence — “you (this formerly blind man) have seen him” — or “the one speaking to you is he”? They’re both miraculous, two sides of the same coin.
The man says: “Lord, I believe,” then falls down and worships him.

The New Eyes We Need
New eyes. That’s what the man gets from his encounter with Jesus. New eyes in the physical sense, and new eyes in the spiritual sense as well.
And what about us? What sort of new eyes do we need?
We’re not talking, of course, about bifocals or cataract surgery. We’re talking about our outlook on life, the ways we see with the eyes of the soul.
When we look at the people around us, those we encounter every day, do we see them as they’ve always been … small-minded, petty or otherwise flawed? Or do we see them as God sees them … human children with infinite potential?
When we look at people different from us — people who come from another ethnic heritage, or another religion, or a different sort of community — do we assume certain things about them based on old prejudices? Or do we approach each encounter open to whatever God’s ready to show us?
When we look at the physical world around us, do we see it only as a scientist or engineer is taught to see it … a place governed by physical laws alone? Or do we see it as the place where God rules, a place where miracles sometimes happen? Do we hear in birdsong a hymn of praise, and see in the sunset a benediction?
When we call Jesus Christ to mind, do we see him only as a historical figure, a wise teacher, an ethical example, or a superstar who had a lot of fans in his day? Or do we see him as a risen Lord who walks beside us, who speaks to us of love and compassion, and who guides us in the way we should go? Do we see him as our Lord and our Savior?
He can be those things to us, our Lord and our Savior. He wants to be those things for us. He seeks us out, as he sought out that formerly blind man. He asks us if we, too, believe in the Son of Man — and if we know the one speaking to us is he.
Do you know that in your own life? Do you really know it, deep in your heart? If you want to know it, then pray to him for the gift of new eyes. For it is a gift he is more than eager to give you.
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
1 Samuel 16:1-13 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
God to Samuel: “So I changed my mind. Get over it!” Verse 7 is the obvious text for this well-known story of the anointing of the shepherd boy David as king. Perhaps the preacher might look at a different text today. Try verse 1: “How long will you grieve over Saul? I have rejected him … Fill your horn with oil and set out; I will send you ….” The theme of the sermon is how to adjust and get with the program when things don’t go our way or as expected. Some things to remember: King Saul was chosen by God and anointed by Samuel (see 9:15-16; 10:1). So, Samuel is understandably confused and perhaps wounded that God has soured on Israel’s experiment with a king, and in particular, their first king for whom everyone had high hopes. Notice also that God doesn’t chide Samuel for mourning. He chides him for mourning excessively. God’s patience runs thin. In a word, God tells Samuel to get over it and get going. Then, talk a little about the role of the Spirit: “Fill your horn with oil.” Oil is a symbol of the Holy Spirit. When we move at the command of God, we need the full resources of the Spirit. Then God says that, having filled the horn with oil, Samuel is to “set out,” or “get going.” Finally, notice that God says that he will provide the destination: “I will send you …” (v. 1). Sometimes, we are asked to “set out” without knowing the destination in a specific sense. We only know that God is sending us, and that God is with us. There’s a word for such a journey. It’s faith.
What Does the Text Say?
The text says that Samuel might have kept grieving over Saul’s disappointing performance as king of Israel indefinitely, were it not for a rather strident word from God: “How long will you mourn for Saul?” (16:1, NIV). Samuel is told, at the risk of triggering the wrath of Saul, the current king, to anoint another one, a son of Jesse “of Bethlehem.” Samuel is told to visit Jesse ostensibly to “sacrifice to the LORD,” but the real reason is to get all the sons of Jesse together so that God can tell Samuel which one to anoint as the new regent. In a comical revue, the sons of Jesse step forward, each taking his turn in trying on the glass sandal. But it never fits until the Cinderella shepherd is summoned from the pasture. Samuel will eventually anoint him, the youngest son, who is nameless until verse 13, but not before God reminds Samuel that “the LORD does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart” (v. 7).

Psalm 23 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Overflowing Cup. The focus of the sermon is the expression in verse 5. Three words: “My cup overflows.” This is as pure a description of joy that one can find. The image is of spillage. Someone is pouring a libation into your cup and is not paying attention. Soon, the cup has reached capacity. Yet the pouring continues. The cup overflows. Now you have a mess. And yet, the pouring doesn’t stop. The flow continues. Our instinct when something like this literally happens (at a table at home or a restaurant) is to immediately jump to our feet, grab some paper towels and clean up. But the metaphor here is quite the opposite. We are the vessel. The Lord has set the table and is serving. And the blessings that the Lord pours into and over us just do not stop. And, even more remarkable: This happens in adversity, that is, “in the presence of my enemies.” Wow! This, then, is a description of joy. It doesn’t get better than this. Except, that someday we will “dwell in the house of the Lord” forever (v. 6).
What Does the Text Say?
Perhaps the simplest and still most complete understanding of Psalm 23 is its interpretation as a song of trust. The trust Psalm 23 advocates and radiates is far from childlike naïveté. If Psalm 23 suggests a simplicity of trust, it is a trust that lies on the other side of a life spent dealing with the complexities of conflict and fear. God’s presence may be trusted equally in “green pastures” and “still waters” or in “the valley of the death-shadow.” The possibility of a future-oriented slant in Psalm 23 allows us to interpret the author’s reference to “the house of the Lord” in far less literal terms than would others. In that reading, this “house” is the heavenly dwelling of Yahweh — not any earthly temple or worship site. Dwelling with the Lord is an experience the psalmist anticipates with assurance. But it is nonetheless a situation that waits in the future.

Ephesians 5:8-14 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Good, the Right and the True. Many people are familiar with the adage attributed to the Indian guru, Sathya Sai Baba: “Before you speak, ask yourself: Is it kind, is it necessary, is it true and does it improve upon silence?” This expression is full of insight. But it is not today’s text. The apostle Paul argues that if we are children of light, we will do what is good, what is right and what is true (v. 9). If you love the study of ethics, you might reflect on these words. To do something that is good refers to the benefit that is conferred on someone else. To do something that is right refers to an action that adheres to rules and laws. To do something that is true is to offer a good and a right action that is utterly transparent and pure, full of integrity and simple in its shining honesty. Children of light live in this way. How are we doing?
What Does the Text Say?
Today’s text has the feel of a general exhortation intended simply to call its broad audience to recognize that there is a fundamental distinction between being in light and being in darkness. The earlier part of chapter 5 describes the behaviors and actions of those who are “disobedient” (v. 6). The vice list in verses 3-5 spells out precisely the sort of behaviors characteristic of disobedient ones and thus to be avoided by the audience. Verse 8 opens by setting up a clear dichotomy between what the audience once was (“darkness”) and what it is now (“light”). It is not too much of a stretch to imagine that the moment the author has in mind is that of baptism. In the context of Ephesians, the key difference between those who are in the darkness versus those who are in the light seems to be an epistemological one. The ones in the darkness are ignorant (4:18), while the enlightened ones have the knowledge of hope (1:18). In verse 9, the author informs his audience that the fruit of the light is everything that is good, right and true. This statement has echoes of other “fruity” references in the NT, such as Jesus’ teaching concerning prophets that can be known by their fruit (Matthew 7:15-20) or Paul’s list of the fruits of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22-23). Like those texts, this passage, too, suggests that the outcome in a person’s behavior illuminates something about that person’s character. In this case, individuals who are in the light will show evidence of things that are good, right and true. The gist of this passage, then, is that we are encouraged to live according to our identity as children of the light. This identity and the actions it will inspire will serve to distinguish the audience from those who are disobedient and thus lacking in the knowledge required to walk in the ways of light. Paul calls his audience to conduct themselves properly as they determine the course of action that will be pleasing to the Lord.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Art and Sandy were roommates at Columbia University in the early 1960s. Soon after starting college, Sandy experienced a medical crisis. His vision suddenly became blurry. The doctors diagnosed his ailment as temporary conjunctivitis, but the problem grew worse. Finally, he saw a specialist, who delivered devastating news: severe glaucoma was rapidly destroying his optic nerves. The young man would soon be completely blind.
Sandy fell into depression. He gave up his dream of becoming a lawyer and moved back to Buffalo, where he worried about being a burden to his financially struggling family. He cut off contact with his college friends, refusing to answer letters or return phone calls. 
That is, until Art showed up at his front door one day, unannounced. Determined not to let his best friend give up on life, he’d purchased a plane ticket and flown to Buffalo. Art convinced Sandy to give college another try. He promised he would be right by his side and wouldn’t let him fall — literally or figuratively.
Art kept his promise, faithfully escorting Sandy around campus and effectively serving as his eyes. Although Sandy’s disease had plunged him into a world of darkness, Art was determined that his friend would never feel alone. He took to calling himself “Darkness.” He’d say things like, “Darkness is going to read to you now.” Art organized his life around helping Sandy.
One day, Art was guiding Sandy through Grand Central Station when he suddenly said he had to go. He left his friend alone and petrified. Sandy stumbled and bumped into people. Then he fell, cutting a gash in his shin. After a couple of hellish hours, Sandy finally got on the right subway train. After exiting the station at 116th street, Sandy bumped into someone who quickly apologized. Sandy immediately recognized Art’s voice. His friend had followed him all the way home, making sure he was safe and giving him the priceless gift of independence. Sandy later said, “That moment was the spark that caused me to live a completely different life, without fear, without doubt. For that I am tremendously grateful to my friend.”
After Sandy graduated from Columbia, he worked for a time in the Johnson White House before earning graduate degrees from Harvard and Oxford. He married his high school sweetheart and founded a company called Electronic Data Processing, or EDP, that made him millions. He became a successful entrepreneur and philanthropist. 
Before he achieved that success, though, while still at Oxford, Sandy got a call from Art. This time Art was the one who needed help. He’d formed a folk duo with a high-school friend, and they desperately needed $400 to record their first album. Sandy and his wife Sue only had $404 in their bank account, but without hesitation Sandy gave his old friend what he needed.
Art and Paul’s first album wasn’t a success at first, but then one of the songs, “The Sounds of Silence,” shot up to #1 on the pop charts. The opening line, “Hello darkness, my old friend,” echoed the way Sandy had always greeted Art. Simon and Garfunkel soon became folk-music royalty.
Art Garfunkel said that when he became friends with Sandy Greenberg, “my real life emerged. I became a better guy in my own eyes, and began to see who I was: somebody who gives to a friend.” Sandy described himself as “the luckiest man in the world.”
—Adapted from Sanford D. Greenberg’s memoir: Hello Darkness, My Old Friend: How Daring Dreams and Unyielding Friendship Turned One Man’s Blindness into an Extraordinary Vision for Life (Post Hill Press, 2020).

##

I was looking though history the other day, and I learned that some of my people were able to find more where there seemed to be nothing. They had a sense in spite of things that there was more. I remembered my father-in-law helping me see this clearly one day. He showed me a sheet of white paper, and he took his pen and drew a small dot on that paper, and then he handed it back to me and said, “What do you see?” I said, “Well, I see a dot.” He said, “Boy, you missed the whole sheet of paper.” “How?” I said. He said, “You focused on the dot and missed the whole sheet.”
My friends, in many circumstances in our lives we tend to focus on the dot, the mistake, the error, the disease, the divorce or whatever bad that happened that interrupted or arrested our attention. Wait! There’s more to this sheet than just that dot. How often do we allow the dots, the specks, the blemishes, the mistakes, the imperfections to cause us to miss the bigger picture? In the grand scheme of things, dots, dilemmas, downturns, dreary days, dread will show up, but wait, there’s more. …
My ancestors experienced the underbelly of life in America, but had the audacity to sing about it in their spirituals. “Swing low, sweet chariot, coming for to carry me home.” “I’m so glad that trouble don’t last always.”
I am reminded of a young boy who had gotten into trouble in school. He was sent to the basement as punishment by the school principal. His assignment was to read the Constitution. Well, he read the Constitution. He took that dot of reading that constitution and committed it to the whole paper of memory. That young boy was Thurgood Marshall, the first black Supreme Court Justice. Wait! There’s more.
A woman was walking around in a junkyard in Florida and saw a vision in that junkyard that began with nickels for tuition. That woman was Mary McLeod Bethune and now there is a college in her name, Bethune-Cookman University. She decided to believe, wait! There’s more.
And when those heavens open up and pour us out a blessing that we won’t have room to receive, God’s abundance shows up in the midst of our want. …
Come and get it! Come and stand up straight. Come and see again. Come and leap again. Come and get a new lease on life. Come and get it!
—Ozzie E. Smith Jr., “Come and Get It,” Day1.org, January 9, 2022.
https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/61c1e69d6615fb3fcd0000fd/ozzie-smith-jr-come-and-get-it.

##

There is a certain sense — as C.S. Lewis points out in his book, Miracles — in which no doctor ever heals. Any doctor with a modicum of humility will admit this. The force of healing is not in their medicines, nor their surgical instruments. It’s in the patient’s body. What medical treatment does is to stimulate the body’s natural recuperative powers.
In one sense, every cut heals itself; but no ointment, no matter how potent, will heal a cut on a corpse. This marvelous machine, the human body — which God has created as a home for our spirits — strives relentlessly towards healing and wholeness. What doctors do is to remove obstacles that block that life-force.
It is not too great a leap of the imagination to consider that this great force of life, this word spoken by God into primeval chaos, may even today push back the forces of death and decay. The God who roared “Let there be light!” into the unspeakably ancient darkness has the power to push back any lesser darkness that may beset us. As Lewis points out, in Jesus Christ “the power that always was behind all healings puts on a face and hands.” That face smiles at a helpless, blind beggar by the gate. Those hands lovingly pack for him a poultice of mud and smear it on his eyes.

##

Over a century ago, in an overcrowded almshouse outside Boston, a young homeless girl known as Little Annie was locked into a room that could only be called a dungeon. Several years before, she had lost a good bit of her sight due to a bacterial infection. Then her mother had died, and her impoverished father had abandoned her. The doctors had tried every treatment they could find. This case of insanity, they were convinced, was incurable.
Their patient alternated between fits of uncontrollable rage and long periods of turning inward upon herself, communicating with no one. And so Little Annie was consigned to a kind of living death, in a tiny cubicle that received little light and even less hope.
It happened that one of the staff of the institution was an elderly nurse. She alone declined to give up on Little Annie. The nurse took to bringing Annie’s lunch downstairs to the hallway outside her cell and talking to her through the door as she ate. The patient made no response, gave no sign she’d even heard, but still the nurse came. One day, the visitor brought some brownies, and left them by the food-slot in the door. The next day they were gone.
From that time on, the doctors noticed a change in their patient. She became more responsive. In time, her fits of anger subsided altogether. Eventually, their hopeless case moved upstairs. Finally, the doctors said she could return home.
But Annie stayed. She said she wanted to become a teacher, to help others. And so she did. She begged to be allowed to attend the innovative Perkins School for the Blind and was granted a full scholarship. An operation partially restored her sight.
Years later, it was this same Annie — Annie Sullivan — who cared for and taught a little deaf-blind girl named Helen Keller, leading her out of darkness into light.
Miracles do happen. Sometimes they happen because we care.

##

The beloved hymn, “Be Thou My Vision,” is set to the tune, “Slane,” a traditional Irish ballad. It was first transcribed in the early 20th century but is likely much older.
The words are a translation of a text attributed to Saint Dallán Forgaill, a sixth-century Celtic monk, poet, and follower of Saint Columba. The hymn’s text and tune were first combined in the Irish Church Hymnal in 1919, and it has spread round the world ever since.
The name, Dallán, means “little blind one.” He earned that name after losing his sight, reputedly for studying the Scriptures too intensively.
Following the death of his mentor, Columba, Dallán composed an epic poem, the Amhra Coluim Cille, telling the story of the saint’s life. It’s said that, upon completing that work, Dallán’s sight was restored.
The hymn’s opening verse poignantly draws upon its author’s experience of blindness:
Be Thou my Vision, O Lord of my heart;
Naught be all else to me, save that Thou art.
Thou my best Thought, by day or by night,
Waking or sleeping, Thy presence my light.
Imagine what those words must have meant to a man who knew only darkness! Amidst the gloom, Dallán focused on God, his “best thought.” Whether “by day or by night,” God’s presence was the only light he knew.

##

Struck blind at the age 44, John Milton ponders in his sonnet, “When I Consider How My Light Is Spent,” why God would give him the talent to work as a government translator of foreign-language documents, only to block him from using it. Later editors, aware of its author’s disability, would rename the poem, “On His Blindness”:
When I consider how my light is spent,
Ere half my days, in this dark world and wide,
And that one Talent which is death to hide
Lodged with me useless, though my Soul more bent
To serve therewith my Maker, and present
My true account, lest he returning chide,
“Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?”
I fondly ask. But patience, to prevent
That murmur, soon replies, “God doth not need
Either man’s work or his own gifts; who best
Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state
Is Kingly: thousands at his bidding speed,
And post o’er land and ocean without rest;
They also serve who only stand and wait.”

##

The first city-to-city television broadcast in history, in 1927, featured then-Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover. It was broadcast from Washington, D.C. to an auditorium in New York City.
It didn’t go smoothly at first. Hoover was sitting too close to the camera, so the broadcast began with a close-up of his forehead. But he backed up to deliver his speech, in which he marveled at “the transmission of sight, for the first time in the world’s history.”
In 1927, television was an utter novelty. The New York Times gave the broadcast a rave review: “It was fun as if a photograph had suddenly come to life and begun to talk, smile, nod its head and look this way and that.”
Hoover shared high hopes for the ways television could be used in the future: “All we can say today is that there has been created a marvelous agency for whatever use the future may find with the full realization that every great and fundamental discovery of the past has been followed by use far beyond the vision of its creator.”
After celebrating Hoover’s lofty hope for “the transmission of sight,” the program went on to display a deplorable lack of vision: the future president’s remarks were followed by a comedian performing jokes in blackface.
Human vision is so often flawed. Not so with God’s vision!
—Based on material from Garrison Keillor’s The Writer’s Almanac for April 7, 2021.
https://www.garrisonkeillor.com/radio/twa-the-writers-almanac-for-april-7-2021/.
Retrieved October 5, 2022.

##

COMMENTARY 
John 9:1-41
John transforms this healing story into an intricately constructed framework for discussing the human condition and divine salvation. John’s theology of light provides the backdrop for this text, with its images of vision and blindness. The entire chapter, as well as being a confessional text, is a tribute to John’s disciplined artistry as a writer. It is such a closely woven, tightly knit narrative that 9:1-41 need not necessarily have been placed here at the end of chapter 8. However, it does fit logically after Jesus’ confrontation at the temple.
There is much debate over the extent to which John’s gospel was shaped and determined by conflicts between the Johannine community and the synagogue. Here is reported one of the most vitriolic exchanges between those confessing Jesus and those espousing the pharisaic party line. The chapter begins at some indefinite time with Jesus’ entourage encountering a man “blind from birth.” At first, it seems this congenital condition is mentioned so that the miracle Jesus performs might appear all the more dramatic. Jesus’ response (v. 3) to the off-the-mark, theologically off-the-wall statement made by the disciples in verse 2 (cf. Jeremiah 31:29-30 and Ezekiel 18:14) seems to suggest that this blindness is a canvas for a demonstration of God’s transformative power. But taken in the context of the whole story, blindness-since-birth is John’s theological commentary on the state of all humanity. This one man, like all the rest of us, is blind to the power and presence of God until Jesus, the Light of the World, reveals the God capable of curing our vision disorder. With his words in verses 3-5, Jesus clearly sets the parameters for this entire story. He declares himself to be the “light of the world” sent to illumine the darkness.
The actual healing miracle takes place simply and quickly in verses 6-7. Using one of the most contemptible and insulting substances of his day, spit, Jesus creates a mud-mask for the blind man’s eyes. He then commands him to go and wash in the Pool of Siloam, whereupon the man instantly receives his sight. Just as immediately, the man’s cure comes under scrutiny from his friends and neighbors. Incredulous over his newfound sight, even those who know the blind beggar best find it hard to believe they are seeing the same man. Quizzed about what happened, the man retells the story of his cure. Yet he can only identify the one who effected this miraculous healing as “the man called Jesus” (v. 11).
He has no idea where this Jesus has gone (v. 12). Here the heart of John’s story begins to pulse. The people bring the formerly blind man before the Pharisees for further examination of his new condition. We are now told (v. 14) that the healing took place on the Sabbath. The Pharisees jump on this Torah infringement. Making clay, which required kneading the dust and water together, was a forbidden act of work on the Sabbath. The Pharisees grill the cured man about his healing and are divided in their responses. Some of them are convinced that Jesus is a dangerous fraud. Others are still wavering. Yet even those not willing to declare Jesus “not from God” still conclude that he “is a sinner” (v. 16). Turning once again to their witness for his opinion, the healed man now declares Jesus to be “a prophet” (v. 17). His eyes may have been opened instantly, but his spiritual sight is somewhat slower to focus.
The parents of the cured man are now consulted in hopes of finding some physical technicalities to discount the miracle. This strange second interrogation holds a special threat for these parents. Verse 22 reveals that the relationship between the synagogue and those confessing Jesus as Messiah had severely deteriorated. This section is almost certainly John’s attempt to address the situation facing Christians after A.D. 70. With the destruction of the temple, Judaism struggled for a new identity. The presence within the synagogue of groups confessing Jesus as the Messiah didn’t help matters any. Some scholars have suggested that it was largely in response to this situation that the Birkat haMinim (the benediction against heretics) was composed by the late first-century synagogue. The 12th in a series of 18 benedictions, this prayer helped establish boundaries between the shaky synagogue community and those who would now be considered outsiders. Scholars remain divided over how direct the relationship was between this benediction and the circumstances experienced by the Johannine community. (For more on this see Wayne O. McCready “Johannine Self-Understanding and the Synagogue: Episode of John 9,” in David J. Hawkin and Tom Robinson, eds., “Self-Definition and Self-Discovery in Early Christianity: A Study in Changing Horizons” [Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 1990], 147-166.) Whatever the exact historical relationship, what is clear here is that the Pharisees feel compelled to return to the issue of this man’s healing for a second time and drag in his parents, brandishing threats of expulsion.
Now the third and final interrogation by these Pharisees takes place. Again, they call the healed man before them, urging him to praise God and reject Jesus — whom they continue to declare “a sinner” (v. 24). The man’s retort to the Pharisees is masterful. Turning aside their badgering, he puts the religious leaders on the defensive by intimating they want to become Jesus’ disciples themselves. While this suggestion roused the Pharisees to deny Jesus more fully, their vehemence moves the formerly blind man to edge even closer to the truth about Jesus’ identity — he must be a man of God (v. 33).
The climax of John’s rendition occurs in the last six verses. Here the transformation from blindness to clear-eyed discipleship takes place. Here, too, the Pharisees, despite their physical eyes and spiritual privileges, sink into a dark abyss of sightlessness. Jesus returns to the man he had healed and announces his true identity as the Son of Man to him. The man’s spirit sees the truth of this admission and immediately confesses Jesus as “Lord” and worships him (v. 38). Jesus’ words complete this scene, summing up the ironic message of this whole episode: those who were blind will see, but those who already see may plunge into darkness.

CHILDREN’S SERMON John 9:1-41
Ask the children, “What does your parent do when you fall and skin your knee?” They will probably say that they wash the injury, put a bandage on it and kiss it. Pull out a box of bandages and give each child one. Say to them, “You all know that bandages help keep cuts clean, but why do parents kiss boo-boos?” To make us feel better, some will say; to show they love us. Let the children know that Jesus once healed a blind man by rubbing mud in his eyes. That was an unusual bandage, wasn’t it? Jesus touched the man with mud to show him that God loved him, and the man was healed. Tell the children, “Take these bandages with you, and when you use them, remember that God loves you and wants you to heal.”

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
One: There is something deeper than trouble.
All: It is mercy.
One: God’s amazing grace;
All: Carrying, lifting, holding us in all seasons.
One: There is something more powerful than despair.
All: It is mercy.
One: God’s amazing love;
All: Seeing us through dark nights, waves of sadness, mountains of grief.
One: There is something longer lasting than pain.
All: It is mercy.
One: God’s healing touch;
All: Bringing us hope, leading us to joy, teaching us to sing.

Prayers — General
Lord Jesus, healer of blind eyes,
there are so many ways we live our lives in darkness,
so many ways we miss the mark,
so many ways we fall short of your glory.
We simply do not have it in us
to reach across the chasm separating us from you.
But you come to us in the silence.
You lift us away from all our fear.
You allow us to hear your voice.
You claim us as your choice.
May we learn to be still and know you are here,
and we are yours. Amen.

Benedictions — General
Great God of love and glory, it has been a strengthening and affirming experience to reconsider who you are, and to discover again that our experience of you in our lives is limited only by our faith and vision. Open our eyes to see you. 
And having seen you, may we never lose sight of you — now, today, this week or ever — until you in your grace and mercy bring us together again. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Amazing Grace, How Sweet the Sound
Eternal Light, Shine in My Heart
Be Thou My Vision
Worship and Praise* 
God I Look to You (Bethel Music)
Turn Your Eyes (Sovereign Grace)
Amazing Grace (My Chains Are Gone) (Tomlin)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fourth Sunday in Lent, Cycle A
1 Samuel 16:1-13
Psalm 23
Ephesians 5:8-14
John 9:1-41
