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I love the Gospel of John . . .  It’s so weird!  You’re going along, following the story, and then 
Jesus says something completely alien, like he’s from another planet.  “I am the light of the 
world.”  “If you were blind, you wouldn’t be guilty; but you remain guilty because you claim you 
can see.”  Jesus is always talking and working on two or three different levels, which is what 
makes the Gospel so amazingly deep and elegant, when you get beyond being bewildered and 
irritated by it. 
 
The repeated question in this story is “What do you see?”  And the answer is always, on one 
level, about physical sight, but is mostly about spiritual sight. 
 
Jesus comes upon a man, blind from birth.  A beggar who has never seen anything; he has an 
incurable condition.  And the first question comes from the disciples, “Teacher, what do you 
see?  A man who sinned or a man who had parents who sinned?”  Blindness was considered to 
be punishment for guilt.  Jesus answers, “I don’t see a man punished for sins; I see an 
opportunity to reveal God’s glory.”  He then uses this opportunity—he makes a paste of mud 
and saliva, puts it over the man’s eyes, and tells him to wash.  The man’s eyes are healed and 
he can see! 
 
Others encounter the newly healed blind man.  The question to them is also, “What do you 
see?”  Some say, “This is the beggar, who is now seeing.”  Others say, “It sure looks like the 
same guy, but it can’t be.  You can’t heal blindness.”   
 
They take him to the Pharisees.  As they consider the healed beggar’s story, the question to 
them is likewise, “What do you see?”  Do they see a miracle from God, or the work of the devil?  
Some Pharisees want to believe that God cured this man through Jesus, but others see Jesus as 
one who breaks laws and works contrary to God-- works with the devil. They are divided.  
 
So the Pharisees question the man again, “Who did this?  Who do you see him as?”  The man 
says, “He is a prophet.” The Pharisees refuse to see Jesus as a prophet.  So they decide that the 
man wasn’t really blind, and that the whole “healing” was a fraud.   
 
Throughout the exchange, the Pharisees’ answer to the question, “What do you see?” becomes 
a stronger and stronger denial of the healing, a stronger and stronger denial of the power of 
God through Jesus which caused this unprecedented miracle right there among them.  At the 
same time, the answer of the former blind man becomes a stronger and stronger affirmation of 
who Jesus is. “He healed my eyes.  Never since the world began has anyone been able to open 
the eyes of someone born blind.  If this man were not from God, he couldn’t do it.”  When Jesus 
reveals that he is the Son of Man, the former blind man sees him and believes in him, “Yes, 
Lord, I believe!” 
 
Jesus ends by saying, “I have come to give sight to the blind and to show those who think they 
see that they are blind.”  Here he is directly contrasting the blind man to the Pharisees.   



The blind man was completely blind, since birth.  He was excluded from normal ways of making 
a living.  And as a beggar, he would no doubt have been excluded from the synagogue, 
excluded, in many ways, from the believing community.  But the Pharisees, ones who 
supposedly knew and believed in God, had their eyes firmly shut to the possibility that Jesus 
was an agent of God’s healing, was the Messiah.  At every turn, when the answer to the 
question, “What do you see?” could have been, “We see God at work,” their answer was 
blindness.  “We don’t know.”  “The man wasn’t really blind.”  “He’s a sinner.”   
 
What do we see?  Are we like the blind man, or are we like the Pharisees?  We should know 
God by now.  We are the community of faith.  We have seen God work in miraculous ways; we 
come together week by week to declare our belief in the God of resurrection; we take Eucharist 
together to be fed by his power through the broken body and blood of Jesus.  
 
And yet, we are constantly challenged to truly see with eyes of faith.  We always have 
opportunities to see anew, to see differently, to go beyond what we think we see to see what is 
actually there.  Do you mainly see places of pain and devastation in terms of guilt and blame, or 
of possibility for God’s intervention?  Do you see unexplained good or grace as a fluke or ruse 
or as a miracle and the presence of God?  What do you see? 
 
A young psychiatrist wanted to learn more about “people at the edge of life” and was observing 
a cancer support session run by Dr. Rachel Ramen (Kitchen Table Wisdom, Rachel Ramen, p. 
108).  He saw a former gang member whose hands were covered with tattoos, a man who was 
losing his wife to cancer.  At first, the psychiatrist was taking notes on what he saw.  As the 
session went on, he heard the man speak about “the deep love he now felt for his young wife . . 
. the ways in which this capacity to love had caught him unawares and so had healed him . . . As 
he shared insights about himself and experiences of intense intimacy and tenderness with his 
wife, (Dr Remen) glanced over at the young Freudian psychiatrist.  He had stopped taking notes.  
His eyes were filled with tears.”  What he saw changed; his own heart had been opened to the 
amazing power of the Spirit to transform and heal in the midst of death.  His assessment was, 
“We are all more than we seem.”  Our assessment is—way more.  God-fully more.   
 
In the last three years especially, we as a society have been challenged to see our country 
differently.  If you remember the movie “The Matrix,” you know that Neo, the protagonist, was 
offered the choice of the red pill or the blue pill by the rebel Morpheus.  “You take the blue 
pill... the story ends, you wake up in your bed and believe whatever you want to believe. You 
take the red pill... you stay in Wonderland, and I show you how deep the rabbit hole goes."  In 
other words, did Neo want to continue to believe in the comfortable fairy tale that he had been 
living, or did he want to know the painful truth of his existence?  2020 was a year that offered 
us comfortable White people a similar choice—did we have the courage to finally take the red 
pill and start understanding how the narratives and structures of this country are built on 
racism and greed at least as much as they are built on ideals of democracy?  We are given the 
choice to stop attributing the inequities in health, education and financial well-being to innate 
deficiencies of Black or brown people or to the “laziness” of immigrants, but rather to see the 
systems that intentionally discriminate, dismiss and put up barriers to people of color.  When 
Covid came, health and economic disparities became even more obvious.  Black deaths at the 
hands of police became front and center in our view.  2020 was the red pill to strip away illusion 
about what this country is. 



For at least 2 years, I have been engaged in the practice of seeing and especially relearning 
history.  For instance, I was taught directly and indirectly that slavery in the US was a Southern 
thing, tied to cotton plantations.  Now we know that slavery was introduced to the colonies in 
1619, a year before the Mayflower came.  Did you know that Massachusetts was the first 
colony to LEGALIZE slavery?  1641.  Did you know that first Boston and then Providence were 
slave trading centers in New England?  This persisted until the beginning of the 19th century.   
And by 1752, 10% of the population in Boston was Black.   
 
The other part of our history that we don’t know is all the contributions Black and Brown 
people have made to this country, even beyond providing the land and labor that the country is 
built on.  Much of what we think of as “Southern cooking” comes from Soul Food, the food that 
enslaved people created by combining the poor rations they were given with foods they knew 
and grew from their African heritage—rice, greens, corn, cured pork, okra, pigeon peas, and so 
on.  Most of the great music traditions from the last 100 years come from Black Americans—
jazz, blues, rock and roll, hip hop.  Did you know that Elvis Pressley was hugely influenced by 
Sister Rosetta Tharpe, an electric-guitar playing Gospel singer who had a crossover hit in 1945?  
Or by BB King, Little Richard, and Fats Domino, all Black American musicians?  Yeah, I didn’t 
know that either.  We are taught that Elvis invented Rock and Roll, when really, he brought to 
White people what had been born in the Black community.   
 
What do you see?  Our faith has to challenge us to see differently and to look for God 
differently as well.  While there are well-intentioned White people trying to change the system 
for the better, the real power and impetus for change is most often found in poorer Black, 
Brown and Indigenous communities.  People on the margins who are organizing for change: 
Black Lives Matter, the abolitionist movement, opposition to fossil fuel expansion, The Farmers 
of Color initiatives, the Land Back movement.   
 
Do you know that Chelsea, one of the Masssachusetts communities that was hit hardest by 
Covid, became a model for community response to crisis?  Chelsea is 2/3 Latinx, with some 
residents having undocumented status.  They were the front line workers, who either lost their 
jobs or else were especially exposed to Covid through their work.  A local environmental justice 
organization, GreenRoots kicked into gear early in the pandemic.  They created a daily check in 
system for neighbors, coordinated advocacy with the governor for increased resources, testing 
and food and a moratorium on evictions, and created the One Chelsea Fund to support 
residents in need.  Chelsea became a model for overcoming barriers to vaccination as they 
mounted a grass-roots effort to get residents to go door-to-door to convince their neighbors to 
get vaccinated.  
  
Why do people care?  Why do they put their lives on the line for others?  God, compassion, and 
work for liberation spring up in places you might not expect.  What do you see? 
 
 

 


