Texts: John 9:1-41 “A time to truly see” (Lent4) 1

l. Introduction: If you were out for a walk, would you notice
a clown on a unicycle riding past you?

A. It depends if you're using a cellphone or not

1. Researchers @ Western Washington University designed an
experiment to test people’s attentiveness to their surroundings when
they walk and use their CellphoneS http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/10/22/what-clown-

on-a-unicycle-studying-cell-phone-distraction/? php=true& type=blogs& r=0

a) They had a student dressed in a clown suit
ride around on a unicycle near other students who
were walking in a large plaza. Then they asked
the pedestrians if they observed anything unusual.

b) Most of the students who were texting or
talking on their phones while walking did not
recall having seen a clown on a unicycle.

2. Studying the concept of looking at your
surroundings but not really seeing them when
you're distracted, the researchers called this
phenomenon “inattentional blindness”

3. It’'s kind of like the old adage of not seeing
that you're in a forest because of all the trees.

B. Well, metaphorically, | almost missed the “clown on the
unicycle” myself this week with my own inattentional blindness

C. It wasn’t because | was walking and texting at the same time.
But in a manner of speaking | was blind nonetheless. [blank PPT]

Il. This is the story of how a college student | didn’t know
helped open my eyes
A. On Friday morning Pastor Lyle forwarded me a link to one of

the online Lenten devotionals written by Goshen College
students

1. He noted how the one for that day was well-written and was
based on today’s text in John chapter 9

a) | read this devotional, written by a senior student named Liz Core, and
| just stopped still.

b) It spoke to my heart and it changed the rest of my day.


http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/10/22/what-clown-on-a-unicycle-studying-cell-phone-distraction/?_php=true&_type=blogs&_r=0
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/10/22/what-clown-on-a-unicycle-studying-cell-phone-distraction/?_php=true&_type=blogs&_r=0
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2. With her permission, let me share with you what Liz wrote,
entitled “Closed eyes, true sight”

“Closed eyes, true sight” by Liz Core for 3/28/14
http://www.goshen.edu/devotions/close-your-eyes-for-true-sight/

Last night, an hour or so before the sun went down, | went for a walk in the woods across the red
bridge on the Mill Race canal.

[ hadn’t planned to venture outdoors due to the few inches of March snow that had recently
covered the ground. Resentful of the cold temperatures and absence of fresh spring air and new
buds, I had been avoiding nature like a sworn enemy.

But I sat in my room with books and notepads and digital devices spread over my lap and strewn
around my feet on the floor. Even though books are usually life-giving for me, | felt drained and
fearful and empty because all these materials were supposed to be helping me get a job, find a
life and develop a plan for post-graduation. Desperately, | was striving to see my own way
through life by planning every detail in advance.

It’s so tempting to try to control, to try to grasp the life-binoculars and stand on our tip-toes to
see over everyone else, straining our eyes and ourselves to see our own way through life.

After a few hours of searching, | looked up from my Google searches. It was 7:08 p.m. and there
was cascading gold light reflecting through my curtains and onto my pillows, books and skin.
Seven o’clock, and the sun is still out? Even with snow on the ground, I decided to venture
outside to experience the spring sunset.

As | walked in the hush of sun-spotted woods, the silence told me to put my life-binoculars
down; to be still and stop trying to see and control and know all the colors and shapes and
experiences of my future. Real life, | suddenly realized, was going on all around me. The
honking ducks paddling along, the crunch of my stumbling feet on the crystalized snow, the
bright orange sun reflecting on a rushing, dark spring creek. I put down those life-binoculars and,
behold, I wasn’t only seeing life, I was experiencing it.

Those who claim to see are blind.
Those who are born blind will see most clearly.

Jesus smeared mud on a blind man’s eyes and gave him sight so that the works of God would
finally be noticed. All of us who claim to see, let’s close our eyes for a second. And when we
open them up again, let’s breathe in, quiet ourselves and refuse to see through eyes of worry and
fear. Let’s look at the beauty that’s near us and allow God’s quiet and whispering light to guide
us into what true sight is.


http://www.goshen.edu/devotions/close-your-eyes-for-true-sight/
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B. | had an immediate identification with what Liz wrote

1. Something she said resonated inside me ... | knew she was spot-
on ... In fact, it felt like a breakthrough for my day

2. Why was it a breakthrough?

a) For over two years now preparing sermons has been a laborious &
difficult process compared to my previous 13 years as a preaching pastor

Won'’t give you all the details because my purpose is not to
manipulate your sympathy ...

I will say that my week was feeling more stressed as each day
drew closer to Sunday & | had very little specific direction for this
sermon

b) | could empathize with Liz

Although I do have a stable job, like her, | was beginning to feel
emotionally overwhelmed with a deadline in front of me and no
apparent direction

But it wasn’t just a similarity of circumstances that resonated with
me ... Liz’s piece put me in touch w/ something deeper & more
experiential.

A lot of us have felt stir-crazy as spring just never seems to break
winter’s hold on us ... Suddenly I knew what | had to do.

3. Nearly all by themselves, my legs took me outside on our
church’s wetlands trails. Liz had inspired me.

4. | had to try experiencing what she had experienced, to test
whether my vision would also be different if | went outside and set
down my “life-binoculars”, as she called them.

C. It was a cold, damp, gray day, with the early morning drizzle
threatening to return.

1. The sound of the birds was invigorating, as was the brisk air.

a) | was feeling more alive in the moment, wishing | could venture out on
the baptismal pond. | wanted to retrieve a toy truck that was frozen 15 feet
from the shore, but | was sure the ice was too thin

b) My quest to see what | could see outside got slowed down by a tree
that the beavers had felled across the path [PPT blocked path] | carefully
stepped over it & kept going.
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c) But then another obstacle really did cause me turn back: [PPT flooded
path]: high water from the snowmelt made the trail impassable. Without
waders, | knew | was going no farther.
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2. But you know, | did not feel cheated as | turned back. | had
already taken off the “life-binoculars” @ Liz Core’s invitation.

a) | felt less need to control and force things to happen in my life ... @
least for a time, Jesus was releasing me from the blindness of anxiety that
was preventing me from being present in the moment.

b) And as | returned with a lighter step and a few pictures on my cell
phone, | realized the longer term damage that this anxiety blindness could
have on me.

c) For me to keep going thru each day without surrendering to God the
anxiety & the sense of being overwhelmed that I felt ... That would be as
foolish as walking this trail with my eyes closed.

3. On the way back to the church, | said a prayer of thanks for the
new sight that God had given Liz Core (& me) [blank PPT]

lll. In this remarkable story in John chapter 9, Jesus gives sight to
a man who had never physically seen anything with his eyes

A. But as important as the sight that the former blind man gains
... is the spiritual blindness that afflicts those around him,
especially religious leaders

1. It starts with Jesus’ own disciples who are the first ones to notice
the blind man, probably begging beside the road

a) They ask Jesus about him, but they ask the wrong question, “Who
sinned, this man or his parents?”

b) Lest we view those disciples too harshly, they were no judgmental or
mean than anyone else. That was simply the presumption of those times:

people commonly believed that illness & disability were caused by
someone’s sin

Therefore, you had to discover the sin, and then go thru the right
steps, often at the Temple, to make purification before healing
might happen

c) Jesus expands their narrow view to see as God sees ... that this man’s
blindness was not caused by sin at all, either his own or his parents

2. The spiritual blindness extended to the blind man’s neighbors,
some of whom were sure this was the same man who used to beg

a) But others, so convinced that a man born blind could never be healed,
speculated that it was just someone who looked like him.

b) Their paradigm of where disability comes from and how God works in
the world had no room in it for a miraculous healing like this.
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3. But the worst case of spiritual blindness was with the Pharisees
and Jewish leaders

a) Instead of rejoicing with a man who could see for the first time in his
life, they were concerned that their carefully maintained system of
religious power and rules-keeping was being threatened

b) When the testimony they were hearing about how God might be
working conflicted with their own belief system, rather than considering
the radical idea that God could be in something new & unexplainable, they
simply dismissed the testimony by throwing out the witness!

B. Almost 2 months ago, MCUSA Exec. Director preached here
about the need for discernment among God’s people

1. When Ervin led a church leadership retreat for us, he
recommended an excellent book by Ruth Haley Barton on
discernment, called Pursuing God’s Will Together. Our pastoral team
and the Ministry Leadership Council have begun reading thru it.

2. Toillustrate the need for discernment & the challenges of group
discernment, the primary Bible story that Barton uses is this story,
from John 9

a) She does it because this story shows how common assumptions and
paradigms can blind us to new ways of seeing

b) Barton summarizes very well the punch line of the whole story, from
Jesus’ perspective:

Those who admit their blindness see. Those who are convinced that they see and stubbornly
refuse to admit their need for healing will not be able to see anything new.
(Ruth Haley Barton, Pursuing God’s Will Together: A Discernment Practice for Leadership Groups, InterVarsity Press, ©2012, p. 30)
3. Ouch! The only ones who truly see, Jesus says, are the ones
who admit their own blindness!

IV. The Q the Pharisees ask at the end could still come out of our
mouths today, “Teacher, surely we are not blind, are we?”

A. Nearly 300 years ago Irish author Jonathan Swift wrote the
famous words, “There are none so blind as those who will not see.”

B. What possible blindness might afflict us here today? Well ...

1. Our interest in a Xian faith of social justice & meeting real
people’s needs may serve only to shield us from actually doing
justice & coming face to face with those realities

2. On the other hand, in our zeal to save souls, we may turn a blind
eye to real human suffering that arises because of economic &
political systems that we contribute to.
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3. In our denomination & our conference, disagreements about how
to work with people in committed same-sex relationships are raising
the anxieties of many, while we pastors & the church board of
Waterford have chosen not to emphasize these disagreements ... or
to make them some sort of a “litmus test” for faithfulness

a) In the larger church, I think one form of blindness is failing to see the
real LGBT people, while we only want to discuss “the issue”

b) But another form of blindness can be failing to see that being
perceived as compromising biblical truth may also compromise our
witness

4. Or maybe, like Liz Core, our “life-binoculars” can make us
oblivious to the presence of God right here, right now & in God'’s
good creation around us

V. Conclusion

A. Jesus anointed the eyes of a blind man and enabled that man
to see physically and spiritually

1. Today you may be anointed with oil as a sign of your openness to
God’s healing work in your life

2. Is there some area of your life (physically, emotionally,
relationally) that you want God to make you more whole?

3. Are you ready for God to show you your blind spots? Admitting
them is the first step toward restored sight.

4. Are you truly ready for God to remove any spiritual blindness
you’ve become aware of?
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B. After our time of silence I'll invite you to come receive a
tangible symbol of your openness to God’s healing work

C. As we enter into this silence now, ask God to reveal the
blindness in your own heart & mind ...

1. Ask God to give you the Holy Spirit’s strength to live with the new
sight that sees more as God sees.

2. Open the eyes of our hearts, Lord ...



