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Texts: I Samuel 16:1-13; Psalm 23; Ephesians 5:8-14; and John 9:1-41

As many of you know, my experiences here began as an intern in 2001. 
Just as one of our associates at the time, the Rev Diane Wimberley, went to 
Bolivia as a missionary, I came and worked in missions here at St. Paul’s. In 
November of 2001, I left with a team of people from here to visit our friends in 
Bolivia, connections that remain strong. Along with us went a team of ophthal-
mologists, optometrists, and opticians. In a local village clinic we opened an 
eye shop and began meeting 300-plus people who had come from near and far 
to have their sight examined. 

As the pastor and thus non-medical person on the trip, I was the one 
who did pre-screenings. In other words it was me and the Big E — the chart. 
Which line can you see clearly?

Taking the information, each would be diagnosed by one of the doctors 
and each one’s situation treated best we could. 

I’ll never forget the stories. One boy, according to his parents, had se-
verely blurred vision since he was very little. After some exams and the work 
of a talented optician, that little boy placed some eye glasses on his face for 
the first time, and his parents cried. Essentially, he once was blind, but now he 
could see.

Another was a man who had an accident while farming in the fields. A 
branch poked one of his eyes; there were a whole set of persons who had a 
milky layer of cataracts you could see from yards away. With a cataract sur-
gery performed right there by these ophthalmologists, once again sight was 
restored. 

Our team certainly came with these gifts, with something to offer. But 
we too came with our own blindness, about Bolivian culture, our own poverty 
of spirit, our own distance from the realities of many. Our blindness was more 
rooted in our unknowing.

There is of course blindness of all sorts. 
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In our reading from the Gospel of John we really have at least two sets of 
blindness going on here. The nameless one blind from birth certainly, but then 
we have the blindness of others who don’t see him until now, until Jesus does.

It is likely they all looked at him when they traveled this way many times 
before, but I wonder if they ever saw him. He was simply the blind guy. Born 
that way. And day after day he sat and begged. They looked. They walked by. 

And there he stayed, maybe with his cloak spread out to collect any 
coins passersby might fling his direction. 

Our readings of late have been one way or another about sight. Recog-
nizing God, truly seeing others. It is a persistent theme from the perspective of 
John’s Gospel — blindness and sight, darkness and light. 

Our friend here had never seen the faces of others until this day his sight 
is restored. He had never seen his own face, his parents’ faces, a sunrise, the 
stars, his home… a smile until today and what is the first face he sees but the 
face of Jesus.

The disciples look at the man and see a theological question, “Rabbi, 
who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” Their vision is 
distorted by the popular belief that suffering is caused by sin and you get what 
you deserve.

Jesus looked at him and saw a child of God deserving of dignity.
The notion that disability is caused by the sins of the parents has its 

roots in Exodus 20, which are quoted and reiterated in Numbers 14:18 and 
Deuteronomy 5:9. Despite the book of Job, the theory that there is always di-
rect, causal relationship between sins and sickness was still alive in Jesus’ time 
and it is alive and well in ours too. 

It is the Blame Game Syndrome. It is the Temptation to think — if some-
thing is wrong, it’s always somebody’s fault. The truth is both. There are of 
course genetic disorders passed from one family member to another or a fam-
ily culture that persists from one generation to another; and there are also 
some things that happen that have nothing to do with us or anybody else. 
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The other temptation we have, illustrated here in the text, is the tempta-
tion to categorize — to keep people in their place — “is this not the man who 
used to beg?” the question goes here.

Despite all this negativity he had to deal with in the course of every day, 
the text gives no indication that the blind man was calling out to be healed or 
that he demonstrated faith in order to be healed.

That said, this man certainly makes no protest when Jesus mysteriously 
touches his eyes with mud, and immediately does as Jesus tells him to, to go 
and wash in the Pool of Siloam.

The Pool of Siloam was at the foot of the hill of the old city of David, 
south of the temple. And Siloam means “sent.” (Jesus is sent from God, the 
disciples are later sent to do His continued work on earth…someone healed is 
someone sent to work for God.)

The scripture leaves me with questions, friends.
How does one “see” one’s own blindness?  
When I am examining myself, it is hard, really impossible, for me to see 

clearly. It is hard for us to see ourselves clearly. 
If the Lenten season is about looking on the heart and self-examination, 

how do we do that without self-deception? 
I can convince myself of all manner of sight and blindness — that my 

shortcomings are my fault or that they are another’s fault; that the world’s 
problems, my friend’s marital challenges, your work struggles, relationship 
struggles, financial — I might think I see these clearly, but in fact I’m walking 
right by the realities. 

It takes someone outside of me to do this. We can’t do it; we can’t see it 
for ourselves. 

And this is what is so astounding about Jesus.
He was both one of us and one outside of us. Both understanding the 

human experience and all its dilemmas and just aside from it, to see it and us 
clearly.
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You know the story of John Newton. British slave boat captain in the 
1700’s. He was first a brutal man by all accounts. He was involved in the slave 
trade from West Africa to the British Isles on multiple voyages. Very much 
planted in the middle of this era of economic-driven, white superiority and 
brutality. 

It was after a set of multiple experiences on those ships, through sick-
nesses in fact, that rattled him and ultimately convicted him of the evils of 
slavery and the slave trade. He ultimately became an Anglican priest and a 
member of the Methodist movement. He corresponded with our founder John 
Wesley and mentored William Wilberforce, the brilliant MP who campaigned 
for decades and finally won for the abolition of the slave trade.

In the book Amazing Grace on Wilberforce’s life it makes clear that it 
none of these persons were born with the vision to lead the way on abolition. 
It was the intervention of God that gave them the spiritual sight to see its evils.

They were too embedded in the culture that said it was okay. It took a 
force beyond to open their eyes to what was happening right in front of their 
very eyes. 

Famously taken from our scripture reading today, Newton realizes his 
own sinful participation in the human slave trade and God’s forgiveness and 
captures the words that we all know: “amazing grace how sweet the sound 
that saved a wretch like me, I was once was lost but now am found, was blind 
but now I see.”

For Wilberforce it was his nominally religious parents handing him over 
midway through childhood to the care of his aunt and uncle who were known 
as “radical Methodists.” Their reading of the Gospel, of passages like this, in-
formed Wilberforce’s social conscious and in fact rooted it in the way of Jesus. 

The last letter John Wesley ever wrote before he died was to Wilber-
force. Six days in fact before his death he wrote this to Wilberforce, who was 
right in the thick of his legislative battle for abolition.
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 “‘I see not how you can go through your glorious enterprise 
in opposing that villainy, which is the scandal of religion, of Eng-
land, and of human nature. Unless God has raised you up for this 
very thing, you will be worn out by the opposition of men and dev-
ils. But if God be for you, who can be against you? 

“‘Are all of them stronger than God? 
“‘O be not weary of well-doing! Go on, in the name of God 

and in the power of His might, till even American slavery (the vil-
est that ever saw the sun) shall vanish away before it. That God 
who has guided you from youth up may continue to strengthen 
you in this and all things is the prayer of, dear sir,’ 

“Your affectionate servant, John Wesley”

To what are we blind? 
You and I have our lists of social concerns that we can easily name. Many of 

ours would be the same, some might be different. 
What rises to the level of the slave trade in our day? 
Of course know that there is another kind of slave trade happening in the un-

derworld today, even in Houston — the trafficking of women.
I know our lists are a mile long. It was for Newton and Wilberforce, and Wes-

ley, too. But they were able to focus primarily on that one evil that was the deepest in 
that day.

To what are we blind? 
The key word being “we” or “I.” Because we might be tempted again to look 

faraway to diagnose the ills of our culture instead of looking close by and within.
The Lenten season calls us to self-examination and repentance. For God, we 

are reminded, looks on the heart. 
Thankfully we have Jesus who walks along with us and points out for us those 

we are not seeing and calls us to see those who are right around us.
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And if you are one of those who people pass by and you are the one that goes 
unnoticed, take heart, for Jesus sees you; and in fact can restore you, such that your 
life can be a sign to others of the amazing grace of God.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.


