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“Holding Back the Light?” GPPC 3-29-17 

Psalm 23, John 9:1-41 

[The gospel reading takes about 5 minutes to read aloud. So you 

may want to follow along in the pew Bible or simply close your eyes 

and imagine the story.  

Of the four gospels in our Bible, John’s gospel is written last, and 

produced at a time when a furious family squabble is taking place 

between traditional Judaism and an upstart reform movement in 

Judaism, later named Christianity. But as we read the Gospel of John, 

we’re only hearing one side of the conflict. So whenever we hear John 

(or the other gospel writers) talk about “the Jews” or “the Pharisees,” we 

should remember critique is being delivered to a particular group in a 

particular time and place, not to an entire religion for all time. And now 

that critique is meant to speak to us Christians. As somebody has 

suggested, whenever you hear the words “the Jews” or “the Pharisees” 

in your mind feel free to substitute “the Presbyterians.”  

The Scripture reading is the Gospel according to John, the ninth 

chapter, verses 1-41.] 
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 Last weekend I went to Great Clips for a haircut. I’ve been going 

there for years, and I know a couple of the stylists (all women) who 

work there. Fatima (who is from Iraq) cut my hair. I looked in the 

mirror, sighed, and I said, “Fatima, remember when you used to cut my 

hair and it was all black?” “No,” she said, “Your hair has always been 

gray and you’re lucky to have any hair at all.” We laughed. After Fatima 

had finished the haircut, I went up to the counter to pay.  

Somebody said, “Aren’t you a preacher?” “Yep.” “Where?” 

“Guilford Park Presbyterian in Greensboro.” “Where’s that?” So we had 

a conversation about the church’s location and then another conversation 

popped up. One of the stylists lamented a tragic event and then said, 

“Everything happens for a reason.” Yeah, I said, but sometimes things 

happen because people are stupid and mean and I don’t think God 

directly causes everything that happens. She did not disagree. At Great 

Clips, we admitted the mystery of suffering and evil in the world. You 

never know where a discussion about God might come up.  
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 Take Jesus, for example. Jesus is just walking along and comes 

upon a blind man. And the disciples say, “Who sinned to cause this 

blindness, the man or his parents?”  

 And sometimes we ask this question when we encounter suffering, 

don’t we? Who caused it? Who can we hold accountable? Who sinned? 

We want to try to make some sense out of what has happened. And we 

want to correct the wrong, if we can, and make sure it doesn’t happen 

again.  

 Occasionally we do know who sinned. The ship’s captain was 

drunk when the vessel overturned. A minor traffic frustration and the 

man flew into a rage and shot somebody. The company’s chemicals 

leached from a pipeline into the water and people and their children 

began to get sick and die. Sometimes we know who sinned.  

But other times we don’t know. Things just seem to happen at 

random and often to people who’ve done nothing to cause their 

suffering. So we ought to be careful with our thinking, because in our 

desire to make sense of the world and to bring justice and right wrong 

we may imagine we can blame suffering and loss on someone who is 
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innocent. And we suspect we’re not suffering because somehow we’ve 

been smarter, more prudent, a bit more virtuous. And we’re wrong. 

Sometimes there’s no clear answer, no reason we can identify, no 

perpetrator we can blame. Who sinned?   

Who sinned, this man or his parents? And Jesus says, “Neither one. 

He was born blind so God’s works might be revealed in him. We have to 

do God’s work while it’s day. Night’s coming when nobody can work. 

But as long as I’m in the world, I’m the light of the world.” 

 “He was born blind so God’s works might be revealed in him.” It’s 

a strange and troubling answer, isn’t it? Jesus doesn’t blame the man for 

his blindness. But instead he says the blindness he has suffered all his 

life will provide an opportunity for God’s work to be revealed. That’s 

tough.  

 So Jesus spits, mixes it with dirt, makes mud, and spreads it on the 

man’s eyes. You may remember when we talked about the Adam and 

Eve story a couple of Sundays ago, Adam is this creature God forms 

from “dust of the earth.” So one preacher says when Jesus “spreads mud 

on the blind man’s eyes. The act is an act of creation…’Here’s mud in 
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your blind eye! Let there be light.’” (Cynthia A. Jarvis in Feasting on the Gospels, 

John, Vol. 1, 286.)  

 Jesus then sends the man with his recreated eyes to wash in the 

pool of Siloam; he comes back able to see. And this is where the trouble 

really begins. Instead of being happy that the man can see, his new 

vision is upsetting to the people around him. And, as we’ll discover, the 

central themes of blindness and seeing, light and darkness, function 

literally and metaphorically at the same time in the story. And a sad, but 

also kind of funny four-part investigation reveals the truth.  

 First part--upset neighbors asking questions.  

“Is that the guy that used to sit and beg?”  

“Nah, just somebody who looks like him.”  

And the guy keeps saying, “I’m the man. I’m the man.”  

“So how’d you get your sight?”  

“Well, Jesus did it.”  

“Where is he?”  

“I don’t know.”  

Second part—the Presbyterians get involved in the investigation.  
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“How’d you get your sight?” 

“Jesus.” 

“Can’t be. You supposedly got healed on the Sabbath. This healing 

could’ve waited. He must have broken the rules. He’s a sinner. God 

doesn’t listen to sinners.” 

“Hey, guy who used to be blind, what do you say about him?”  

“He’s a prophet.”  

Third part—meet the parents.  

“Is this your son, who you say was born blind? How’d get his 

sight?” 

“Yep, our kid alright. And yeah, he was born blind. But we don’t 

know how he got his sight and who did it. But, hey, ask him. He’s a 

grown-up.”  

Fourth part—they get the formerly blind man and try to grill him.  

“We know this Jesus is a sinner.” 

“I don’t know if he’s a sinner. I just know I was blind and now I 

see.” 

“So how did he do it?” 
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“I’ve already told you. Why do you want to hear it again? Do you 

want to be his followers too?” Smarty-pants! 

After a few more comments back and forth, the Presbyterians are 

furious. And, as some people do when they cannot win an argument with 

reason, they resort to insults and aggression, and they kick him out of the 

faith community.  

Maybe we can feel empathy not only for the man who is kicked 

out of the faith community but also some empathy for the people who 

kick him out.  

Writer Annie Dillard says, “When too much light falls on 

everything, a special terror results.” She goes on to quote from an author 

who describes what sometimes happens to Greenland Eskimos who go 

out on their kayaks to hunt. “The Greenland fjords are peculiar for the 

spells of completely quiet weather, when there is not enough wind to 

blow out a match and the water is like a sheet of glass. The kayak hunter 

must sit in his boat without stirring a finger so as not to scare the shy 

seals away.…The sun, low in the sky, sends a glare into his eyes, and the 

landscape around moves into the realm of the unreal. The reflex from the 
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mirror-like water hypnotizes him, he seems to be unable to move, and all 

of a sudden it is as if he were floating in a bottomless void, sinking, 

sinking, and sinking.… Horror-stricken, he tries to stir, to cry out, but he 

cannot, he is completely paralyzed, he just falls and falls.” (Annie Dillard, 

Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 22.)  

When it feels as though too much light hits us at once, we may 

react in terror. And that terror, as it did with the folks upset by the vision 

and light Jesus brought, can lead to defensiveness and anger and even 

violence.  

Consider human history for a moment. Is it not true that whenever 

there is a movement to treat fairly persons who have been oppressed, 

there will be tremendous resistance? Is that not true?  

When there was movement to give women the right to vote in U.S. 

elections, the right to hold public office, the right to be ordained to the 

ministry, and the right to have control over their own bodies, many 

people were threatened and enraged and responded with violence.  
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When people of faith worked to take children out of the mines and 

sweatshops and to give them a decent life, a childhood, was everybody 

happy about that? Of course not.  

 Our country fought the Civil War, at least in part, because the light 

shone and we realized slavery was evil. And then people of faith called 

for equal civil rights for African-Americans. And to secure those rights 

they marched and were beaten, bitten by police dogs, imprisoned, 

tortured, and murdered.  

 Our LGBT brothers and sisters and their allies have also marched 

and been beaten, bitten, imprisoned, tortured, and murdered. Persons 

who have sought to protect the environment have also been beaten, 

bitten, and murdered.  

 Wherever the light shines in the darkness, the darkness does not go 

away quietly and easily. If you and I are open to the light of Christ 

calling us, as the Prophet Micah said, “to do justice, love kindness, and 

walk humbly with our God,” then we too can expect angry resistance, 

possibly even violent resistance. But the light comes from Christ. So 

there’s no holding back the light.  
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 Notice how the story ends. Yes, they drive out the man who was 

formerly blind. But when Jesus, the Lord is my shepherd, hears about it, 

he goes and finds him. And the man becomes not merely a visionary but 

a disciple of Christ. He becomes one whose vision of the world and 

vision of his own life are seen through the lens of Jesus Christ.  

 We cannot understand all the mysteries of the world. Why there is 

undeserved suffering. Sometimes, maybe most of the time, we will also 

be resistant to the light and new vision that Christ brings. After all, 

change is challenging to us. Change is painful.  

But, like this man who was blind but now he sees, by God’s grace 

we can be disciples of Christ always learning and growing and teaching 

our children that too. We can be instruments of Christ to go and reach 

out to persons who’ve been pushed out of various communities, told that 

they are unwelcome, told that they are not good enough, told that there is 

no room for them. We can be more open to how God’s love is laying 

claim not just to our personal lives but indeed to the life of the world, its 

political structures and policies, the environment, all that is, seen and 
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unseen. God’s love lays claim. Can we see it? Can we be open and 

proclaim it? 

As the formerly blind man asked his interrogators, “Do you also 

want to become his disciples?”  

And we answer, “Yes.” In the name of God, Creator, Redeemer, 

and Sustainer. Amen. ©Jeff Paschal 


