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I ran across a “fascinating list” while surfing the internet that carried this intriguing title: “Great Truths About Life That Little Children Have Learned.” Let me share a few of these “great truths” with you.

(1) “No matter how hard you try, you cannot baptize a cat.”

(2) “When your mom is mad at your dad, don’t let her brush your hair.”

(3) “Never ask your 3-year-old brother to hold a tomato… or an egg.”

(4) “You can’t trust dogs to watch your food for you.”

(5) “Don’t sneeze when somebody is cutting your hair.”

(6) “School lunches stick to the wall.”

(7) “You can’t hide a piece of broccoli in a glass of milk.”  (Apparently my sons did or so I’m told!)
(8) “Never wear polka-dot underwear under white shorts - no matter how cute the underwear is.”

Now, it is virtually certain that the children learned these “great truths” and came to these bold new insights after some dramatic eye-opening experience in their own personal lives. Can’t you just see in your mind’s eye … some children trying to baptize a cat … and learning full well from that experience that this is just not a good thing to do. The point is clear: A dramatic personal eye-opening experience can give us new insight, new perception, new vision.

We see it here in this little story.  One day a man visited a classroom for visually impaired children. Troubled by what he saw, the man remarked, rather insensitively, “It must be terrible to go through life without eyes.”  One little girl quickly responded, “It’s not half as bad as having two good eyes but still not being able to see.”  Her point was well made.  There is physical blindness, and there is another, even more tragic form of blindness that affects the spirit. Both forms of blindness are present in today’s gospel reading.

“As he walked along, Jesus saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’ Jesus answered, ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.’”
When faced with the reality of a personal tragedy that had no simple explanation, a man blind from birth, the disciples looked for a reason.  2000 years later, we often do the same thing.  In keeping with the popular theological view of their day, they thought this blindness was a punishment from God for some terrible sin.  And since the man was born blind, it must have been a sin committed by his parents that brought about the poor blind man’s punishment.  Being folks who like closure, we just cannot rest until we pin the blame on someone or something. 

We are seeing this in our American culture and around the world with the COVID 19 or coronavirus.  “It’s China’s fault.  It started there.”  “It’s America’s fault. Their military brought it to China.”  “It’s fill in the blank’s fault.”  And what that gets us is absolutely nothing!  It doesn’t help solve the problem or lead us forward in any way.  Some have said, “It is the judgement of God on the world.”  It may well be and if so, I hope that God will make it abundantly clear to all that such is the case.
Surely Jesus’ answer only added to the disciples’ confusion, and perhaps ours too.  “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.”  Some pain, some agony of the body and the spirit, some cross of suffering is only the preparation for some greater good, Jesus says, some greater glory, something to help us better understand the kingdom of God.  It may be that in this desperate time, God will reveal His glory, power and wisdom and be glorified.  He may use this pandemic to call the world to follow His Son as never before.  Who knows?

The disciples were still confused.  The troubling and troublesome “why” questions of life sometimes just don’t have any satisfactory answers.  And frankly, God virtually never answers them when we ask, though sometimes we see why later.  At the end of the day, we must either accept in faith that one day all things will come to light and truth and perfect understanding will be ours, or we must turn away in doubt and disillusionment and ultimately in disbelief.  

The disciples’ question, “Who sinned, that this man was born blind?” is really just another way of asking, “If God exists, why is there so much hurting and suffering in the world?  Why does a good person die at a relatively young age while some really bad ones live a long time?  Why does an older person sometimes have to endure days and weeks and months of agony before God gives them release from their suffering and allows them to die?  If God is the creator and sustainer of all things, why are there natural disasters, like hurricanes, tornados, earthquakes, floods, mud slides and tsunami’s that cause widespread death and destruction and disrupt people’s lives for many months, even years, afterward?  If God is here, why are WE facing an international viral pandemic with an unknown, untold number of people being affected?  If God is always here, why do good people get malignant tumors and heart disease and Alzheimer’s disease and die in automobile accidents?  And why, if God is loving, do children die in drive by shootings at the hands of others who are just children themselves?

There is no answer to the question WHY that will satisfy us.  It is neither a rhetorical question nor a question to be answered.  It is a judgment question, that is, the question itself judges another.   Ask a child why they did something you disapprove of and, it is not a question for them to answer, it is really a judgement against them.  Virtually any answer is “incriminating”. God never promised us a carefree, painless existence. The problems and puzzles of life, the unfairness and the pain are things that we have to think through and work through and pray through.  They happen because we are human, and sin came into the world and changed everything.

You see, the cold hard fact in all of this is that we live in a world of trouble and sickness and disease and homelessness.  These things come not from God but from human perversion and greed and rebellion often against God.  This disease may well fall into one of those categories – my guess is greed, given some of what I have read.  Jesus chose to confront the troubles of this world which ultimately killed Him and saves us.  In doing so, He “broke the rules” on more than one occasion.  The finale was breaking the rule of death by being the final winner through the resurrection.

On the occasion of today’s Gospel story, it was the Sabbath day. A blind man came to Jesus for healing.  No social distancing here.  Oh no!  And with a little spit and dirt and a loving touch, Jesus restored the man's sight. You would think the “church” (synagogue) would rejoice and celebrate this miracle performed in their very midst, right?   

Not so!  Instead, a theological debate breaks out. 

“Wait a minute, doesn’t this man know that it’s against the law to heal on the Sabbath? The man must be a sinner, or he wouldn’t break the law like that.” 

“Yes, but if he’s a sinner, how did he heal the blind man?” 

“Well maybe the guy was just pretending to be blind.” 

“His whole life he’s been pretending to be blind? I just don’t think he could pull that off. He’s not that smart, you know.  He’s never even been to school. What would have been the point? You can’t teach a blind man to read and write (at least, not in those days).” 

“Well, let’s go ask his parents. They ought to know.” 

So off they go to question the man’s parents, who send them back to question him and you just heard the rest read. 

There is much irony in the story of the healing of the man born blind. The one who was born blind learns to walk in the light, while those who were gifted with normal sight remain in darkness.  Seeing is not always believing.  Sometimes we must believe before we can see.  When we consider our own calling to “live as children of light,” referencing Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians, it’s easy to recognize which character in the story we ought to imitate.  Like the man born blind, we too have been restored by our encounter with Jesus.  We too have been saved by God’s free grace, and our eyes have been opened to see the world in a new way.  
Yet so many of us in this shocking time in our lives act as if We have no faith whatsoever, reacting in fear and panic. This is for some, a time of spiritual blindness and perhaps for others, a great awakening.  It certainly is a time of testing, though I don’t believe God has sent the test though He may use it for good.  (The test, not the disease.)

We are facing a time of great uncertainly as we look at the conditions which surround us.  It is a time of doubt and fear for some. It is a time unlike any other in our lifetime, which shakes the very core of one’s belief in God.  Some may say, “Only a very gullible or very weak person could believe in God at a time like this. They just need a crutch!” If any of this last paragraph is you, the remember the words of the man born blind: “All I know is, I was blind, and now I can see.”    May our eyes be opened to see God and know His presence in this fearful and trying time.

AMEN

