
 1 

Lent 4A    John 9:1-41    I Samuel 16:1-13 

 

Surely most of you have seen at one time or another the interesting optical illusion of the 

faces and the vase. Edgar Rubin, a Dane, made it famous. 

When shown the picture, some people see a white vase on a black background, while 

others see two black faces on a white background. Which image you see is dependent on 

what you put in the foreground and what you put in the background. With our malleable 

brains we can see different things when looking at the same object. 

In our Hebrew Bible and Gospel reading today we are challenged as God’s people to see 

the world as God sees it. The lessons more than imply that we have a choice, just as we 

can choose whether to see the vase or the faces when we look at that picture. 

To see the world as God does is more than a willy-nilly optical illusion, it is a chosen way 

of living in the world. 

William Stringfellow, the Episcopal street lawyer of the last century, once said that he 

wanted to see America biblically, rather than to see the Bible Americanly. 

He wanted to see the world from God’s perspective.  

However, the gospel for today suggests that such a sightedness is counter-intuitive. As 

one commentator has it, it takes a vision correction, for God does not look at the world as 

we do. 

 

Samuel anointed David as Israel’s new king only after looking at his seven brawny 

brothers and hearing God dismiss every one of them: “This is not the one.” 

“…the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord 

looks at the heart.” 

David was the youngest and most unlikely political prospect, but God chose him, and the 

Spirit of the Lord came upon David from that moment. It was a matter of perspective, of 

vision, of seeing deeply from within. 
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Our Gospel for today, the third of four stories of encounter with Jesus from John’s Gospel, 

is full of drama and a story of ever deepening sight. 

The story of the one born blind, likely a beggar, is like a one-act play in six scenes, with a 

large cast of characters. The story revolves in its twists and turns around two characters: 

the blind one, and Jesus. 

They make everything else happen. 

The details are too numerous to explore in depth. 

Most of the story weaves around the disputes that the healing of the blind one provokes. 

 

It concludes with a bang, a punch line that is at once confusing and disturbing. 

“I came into this world for judgment so that those who do not see may see, and those who 

do see may become blind.” 

In addition, when some of the Pharisees asked if they were blind, Jesus responded, “If you 

were blind you would not have sin; but now that you say ‘We see’, your sin remains.” 

 

Remember, in the story of the healing of the one born blind, the evangelist John uses 

“seeing” as a metaphor for believing, for trusting, for coming to see past outward 

appearances to the truth deep in the heart of things. 

 

Physical blindness is surely debilitating. 

But the spiritual claim ‘to see’ can be deeply dangerous. 

It can mask the need for corrective vision, for transformation of our inner optics, for 

change in our way of seeing the world and ourselves as God sees. 

 

Spiritually speaking, one of the most dangerous places we can live in is in the deluded 

notion that we are spiritually fully-sighted persons. 

On the other hand, a promising place for us to occupy is not only to acknowledge our 

spiritual blindness, but also come to see that it is a good place to live. How so? 
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Well, here is the reversal of John’s punch line: In acknowledging our blindness, we can 

actually be living in the light. But by believing that we see fully and clearly and 

righteously, we can be stumbling in the darkness. 

“If you were blind, you would not have sin. But now that you say, ‘We see’, your sin 

remains.” 

 

The tension in the story comes from judgments that are made, and the twists and turns 

judgment takes. 

The disciples see a blind person and right away ask for a judgment from Jesus about who 

the ‘real’ sinner, the man or his parents. 

The twist comes when Jesus says ‘neither’ and uses the occasion to glorify God by healing 

the beggar, who rises to a whole new self and a whole new life.  

That causes a lot of talk, and even more questions, instead of dumfounded wonder and 

praise. 

Even the newly sighted man takes a little time to find his way to the truth, but he is 

persistent in his search, and delightfully cleaver in his defense before the Pharisees. 

 

The healing also prompts another judgment, this time from the religious authorities, who 

make all the wrong moves in this story. 

Rather than praising God for such an amazing thing, they start the interrogation to find 

the sin that they surely know is there. 

 

They refused to believe the eye-witness testimony of the healing, being more concerned 

to maintain ritual righteousness about Sabbath-keeping than to love a fellow human 

being and rejoice in his wholeness. 

They blabbered pious clichés, scapegoated the victim, and hurled insults at him. 

They are certain that Jesus is a sinner. 
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For the healed one, vision keeps on improving so that he sees more and more clearly who 

has given him sight. 

The beggar claims to know only one thing: …”though I was blind, now I see.” “If this man 

were not from God, he could do nothing.” 

With that, you can assume that everyone in the room stops breathing! 

So, in their spiritual elitism, they threw him out of the synagogue with exploding rage. 

“How dare you lecture us!” “You are trying the teach us?” 

 

It is the spiritual blindness of these Pharisees, not the physical blindness of the beggar 

that forms the crux of this profound story. 

 

And of course, with a bit of honesty, we can find ourselves in this story, as well. 

Precisely when we are most spiritually confident we may be in the greatest danger 

spiritually. 

Being blind is not sin, saying we see when we do not, is. 

 

Acknowledging our own spiritual blindness can be embarrassing, painful, and even 

threatening. 

It is unnerving to confess our own groping darkness and howling demons, our 

frustrations, fears, and failures. And we have these, do we not? 

It is not only unsettling to ourselves, but think what others might say, think, or do!  

 

However, it could be that our spiritual health is related to our befriending our blindness, 

making peace with our limited goodness. 

Self-pity, rationalizing, multiple excuses, nor self-loathing are helpful or necessary. 
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The spiritually-sighted among us realize that acknowledging one’s blindness is an act of 

liberation not a confession of bondage. 

The journey toward the light begins when we acknowledge our darkness. 

 

In the epistle for today, Paul urges the Ephesians to “live in the light” and repudiate the 

“deeds of darkness.” 

 

To see ourselves and the world as God requires radical vision correction.  

The transformation of our lives by God begins with acknowledging that we are so often in 

the dark.  

When we admit that we are spiritually blind and do not see, the way is opened for the 

healing of that blindness. 

When we see the darkness in our lives, then there becomes the possibility of light. 

 

It is difficult to see the world and ourselves as God does. 

Old habits die hard. 

Our field of vision is blurred by past choices and injuries and what we see as failures. 

In fact, just being able to see does not mean that we see the light, or as Paul puts it, to 

“live in the light.” 

Sight does not necessarily mean insight. 

Seeing is not the same as light. 

 

Barbara Brown Taylor writes in this weeks Christian Century about a remarkable book 

and the experience of its author that helps right here. 

Jacques Lusseyran, a French resistance fighter in occupied France in the 1940s, tells his 

story in a memoir called And There Was Light. 

Lusseyran lost his physical sight as a young teen and relates his growing up, his home, 

and his school experience. 
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He says that he discovered a new world in which the light outside of him moved inside to 

show him things he might never have found any other way. Just ten days after the 

accident that blinded him he made the astonishing discovery that he carried through out 

his life. 

“The only way I can describe that experience is in clear and direct words,” he wrote. “I had 

completely lost the sight of my eyes; I could not see the light of the world anymore. Yet the 

light was still there.” He continues, “Its source was not obliterated. I felt it gushing forth 

every moment and brimming over…I found again its movements and shades…its colors…The 

source of light is not in the outer world…The light dwells where life also dwells: within 

ourselves.” 

 

Lusseyran goes on to tell about how much more of his world he came to see after he was 

blind; how much more attentive he became; how he came to experience a quality of light 

that had nothing to do with his eyes. 

Taylor writes, without asking to become blind, “There is a light that shines in the darkness, 

which is only visible there.” 

 

In today’s Gospel Jesus calls himself  

“the light of the world.” In John’s prologue, the first 18 verses of the Gospel, John uses the 

image of light seven times. 

Jesus is the source of the light we seek and toward which we journey in Lent. 

And it is well for us to remember that this unfailing Light also divides and disrupts, as 

well as heals and reconciles, as we discover in this Gospel lesson. 

 

In a time-worn prayer in the BCP we ask God to “illumine this night with your celestial 

brightness; that by night as by day your people may glorify your holy Name.” 

Celestial Brightness! 

Are we ready for that kind of Light? 
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