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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?” 3 Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born
blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him. 4 Wel®! must work the works of him who sent me® while it is
day; night is coming, when no one can work. 5As 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, 7saying to him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (which means Sent). Then he went and washed and came
back able to see. 8 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?” 2 Some were saying, “It is he.” Others were saying, “No, but it is someone like
him.” He kept saying, “I am he.” * 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
washed and received my sight.” * They said to him, “Where is he?” He said, “I do not know.”

3 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.” Others said, “How can a man who is a sinner perform
such signs?” And they were divided. "7 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.”

Many years ago, early on in ministry, as sometimes happens, there was an attempt made to rearrange
adult Christian education classes, and combine, without having the exact right words, the older young adults
with the younger middle age adults into one class, so that space could be made for a new younger adult class.
Well, even though this proposal was well reasoned, necessary, and had its merits, it was not met with universal
approval. In particular I remember one member of the older young adults say about one of the counterparts on
the enemy side, the younger middle age adults, that ‘T have known that person my whole life and there is not
anything new I am going to learn from them sharing an hour together for the next new season of our lives. There
is nothing new [ am going to learn from them.” Ah, church. You just never know where the trip wires are. (Snip)

What bothered me or surprised me or rattled me (maybe all of the above) about that conversation long
ago was how calcified our vision can become, and the assumption that we have seen all there is to a human being
having grown up with them all their lives, and certainly don’t want to add an hour more of them for the near
term. Its not just little churches with green pastors who don’t really know what they are doing where these
conversations happen. In Luke chapter four, Jesus is given the opportunity to preach in his hometown
community of faith, among all the people who helped raise him, all the people he had known his whole life, all
the people he saw every day and who saw him. Luke tells us that Sabbath keeping and attending worship were
his custom, and in his hometown pulpit he reads from the prophet Isaiah of being appointed by the Spirt of the
Lord to bring good news to the poor, deliverance to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind, and freedom to

the oppressed and downtrodden.’
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This past December, the town of Davidson, NC, in partnership with the college that bears the same name,
worked with the state transportation department of North Carolina to name the interchange at exit 30 on
Interstate 77, butting the town and the campus, to name the interchange after one of the greatest Curr-y’s to ever
come out of Davidson College. It now bears the name the ‘Stephen Curry Interchange,” after the professional
basketball player who had a storied college basketball career at Davidson nearly two decades ago. That kind of
event is what I have in mind when Jesus returns to his hometown to preach his gospel. Maybe the Nazareth high
school band is there...maybe the mayor is there to bestow upon him a key to the city...maybe the town fathers
and mothers vote to change the name and install a sign on the road outside of town in his honor. But none of
that happens. Actually that is not true. At first, everyone thinks Jesus preached a homerun sermon and all ‘spoke
well of him.” But then, Jesus acknowledges that when a Messiah comes to his hometown, he may not have the
same powers he does elsewhere, he may not be seen and heard as both the grace and judgment of God, and
basically he tells his own hometown people, that there will be no inside track to the grace of God for them. ‘Wait
a second,’ one of the people who was complementing his preaching a minute earlier, responds. ‘Isn’t this guy
Joseph’s son.” The day laborer, the carpenter’s apprentice, the kid who grew up right down the street. And he is
here to tell us what God’s grace and judgment are going to go. How quickly the veneer of his homiletic melted
away, and what was left was the carpenter’s son, Mary’s boy, and someone who would not give the hometown
people exactly what they wanted. Let’s go back to Luke for what happens instead. Picking up at verse 29: ‘They
got up, drove him out of town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they
might hurl him off the cliff. But he passed through the midst of them and went on his way.” In one brief moment,
Jesus goes from positive sermon feedback to hanging on for dear life with outraged townspeople and sermon
hearers ready to toss the heretic over a cliff. I grew up in the Friday Night Lights of Texas, and the joke was
always that the only person who had less job security in town than the local high school football coach was the
local Baptist minister. But the people of Nazareth, Jesus’ own home-townspeople, seem to march to a similar
beat. Whatever else they may have seen him as, he is now seen pretty universally and angrily as the hometown
kid who is putting on airs who preaches gospel that both includes them and holds them to account. The people
we might think would know him best, have a hard time seeing him at all.

Which brings us to the man born blind in John’s gospel today. The conventional wisdom is that he is the
way he is either because before he was born his parents did something to make him that way or he did
something. As a result, in his own hometown and community, somewhat similar to Jesus, he is persona no grata,
he is a no-person, a nuisance, a beggar who gets in the way on our way to more important matters. But that is
never how Jesus sees him, even before he is ever healed or made whole. ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned;
he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.” In God’s eyes and in God’s hands, even our
disabilities, our frailties, our weaknesses, our own blindnesses, can be the very fabric that God uses to right this
world. Not only do the blind man’s neighbors barely recognize him when he is in their way, but after Jesus puts

mud on eyes and makes him whole, the have an even harder time seeing him. Theologian Lesslie Newbigin



writes about this encounter: ‘the new [person] in Christ is so changed that the neighbors are not sure that it is

”n ¢

the same man whom they had known.” ‘Is this not the man who used to sit and beg?’ ‘Is this not the carpenter’s

son?” Is this not a bunch of predictable people we’ve known all our lives inside and out, warts and all? Can God’s
works really be revealed through them? Can God really make them whole? Can God’s grace really shine through
such a motley cast of characters?

Live together as a Christian community and trying to be church and see each other as more than what is
self-evident to our eyes has never been an easy task. It always takes a miracle of grace, whether we are with the
crowds at Jesus’ first sermon or standing with the people who passed by this man near the pool of Siloam in our
passage today and barely noticed him or we are walking around Jesse’s pasture following Samuel around
wondering why one of Jesse’s older sons wouldn’t do? ‘Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his
stature, because I have rejected him; for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward
appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart’ (I Samuel 16:7).

Theologian and historian Edward Dowey in his introductory words about the Barmen Declaration, a
declaration of faith in Germany nearly 100 years ago, reminds us that ‘traditional harmonizing of ‘throne and
altar,’ fatherland and church, gospel and patriotism, Christian hope and national destiny, had robbed the church,
so it seemed, of critical perspective and prophetic power. The gospel was absorbed in the culture. The salt lost its
flavor and the leaven its power to change the lump. The distortion of cross into swastika, which seemed obvious
to wise men from afar, was clear in Germany to relatively few.” Dowey reminds us that the church in a moment of
national crisis, confessed the gospel of Jesus Christ, not without its own bickering, tangled motives, and
defections, yet did saw in that moment, what the gospel of Jesus Chris demanded, and said what it believed, in
Dowey’s words with ‘clarity, force, and courage rarely matched in history.” He quotes Albert Einstein, who noted
that while politicians, business, and other sectors of society, were not able to articulate much of a resistance,
Einstein said: ‘only the church stood squarely across the path of Hitler's campaign for suppressing the truth...I
am forced to confess that what I once despised, I now praise unreservedly.”> A community beholden to a Savior
who gives sight to the blind and who graces the unseen, cannot in good conscience look the other way when
neighbors are seen as non-persons and othered. It has been graced and given the responsibility to offer the world
an alternate reality and community and vision.

Whether we are standing in Jesse’s fields watching Samuel do his work or with the congregation at Jesus’
first sermon or standing near the non-person who Jesus sees wholly and restores, being graced to see does not
make life easier, nor it does turn those on whom it operates into superior people. What seems to happen instead,

repetitively throughout scripture and beyond, is that by a miracle, this vision of humanity whole, healed,
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restored, and made new, is by the grace of God, ‘manifested to the world’ through the prayers, worship, witness,
and actions of a weak, flawed, seemingly powerless community called church.3

May that miracle continue to happen with us. In our own moments of weakness and doubt and despair,
may we trust God’s eyesight more than our own. And in a world that conditions us to only see the successes and
victors, may we see God’s grace working through what looks weak, ordinary, and impaired. And only then, may

we truly see ourselves.

3 Jim Wharton, ‘Three Confidences,” 119.



