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March 25, 2017 
Lent IV Year A 

Church of the Good Shepherd, Austin 
 
The gospel of John is known as the “fourth” gospel because it is so different in style to the three 

“synoptic” (similar) gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke.   

 

The story of Jesus in John’s gospel is presented as a drama.  It is no accident, therefore, that it is 

John’s gospel from which we hear most often in the Sunday’s leading up to the most dramatic 

events in the Christian story—Holy Week and Easter.  In Lent, we meet the Samaritan woman, 

Lazarus who was brought back from the tomb and this morning the man born blind. In Holy Week, 

we hear John’s account of the Washing of the Feet and the Passion of Jesus. After Easter, we have 

John’s version of the finding of the empty tomb, Jesus’s self-description of himself as the Good 

Shepherd, and the powerful words from the long Last Supper discourse. 

 

If the theater critic Ben Brantley of the New York Times posted a headline after watching a 

production of “The Life of Jesus according to John” it might read, “Jesus the Christ, The bearer of 

life, light and love.”   

 

Our scene presented this morning comes from Act 1.  It is one of the six signs by Jesus that reveals 

the divine logos.  For those with eyes to see, in the words and deeds of Jesus, they will discover the 

presence of God in their lives.  

Jesus and his disciples encountering the blind man establishes a contrast between all those who 

can see and the one who is blind.  The one who is blind, from birth, sees with his heart, what all 

the others with sight are too blind, in their hearts, to see.  From the start of the scene all those 

who can see try to discredit the greater value of the eye of the heart of the blind man.   

The disciples start by trying the distraction of theology. “Whose sin caused the man’s blindness.”   

To which Jesus scandalously responds, “no one,” and proceeds to act, in a big way.  Jesus spits 

on the ground to make mud and he spreads the mud on the man’s eyes and Jesus says, “Go, wash 

in the pool of Siloam.”  The blind man goes, washes, comes back and can see!    
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Those watching all this unfold refuse to accept what they can plainly see. First, the neighbors, 

“this is the beggar.”  Then, the Pharisees, the religious folks, and their rigid reliance on the rules 

and law.  “It is the Sabbath.  No one from God would heal on the Lord’s day.”  The crowd calls 

out for the man’s parents.  “Is this your son?”  “Yes, they say fearfully, but he is his own man, 

ask him how he came to see, not us,” afraid what would happen to them if they supported their 

son against the powers that be.   

Neighbors, the religious leaders, parents—they all can see what has happened, but they are 

unwilling/unable to believe it.   

An article in the Harvard Business Review on innovation entitled Why We Can’t See What is 

Right in Front of Us calls this cognitive obstacle functional fixedness.  The author is 

describing how this blindness in us stands in the way of change and innovation.  Humans have 

the tendency to fixate on the common use of an object.   

For example, the people on the Titanic overlooked the possibility that the iceberg could have been 

their lifeboat. Newspapers from the time estimated the size of the iceberg to be between 50-100 feet 

high and 200-400 feet long. Titanic was navigable for awhile and could have pulled aside the iceberg.  

Many people could have climbed aboard it to find flat places to stay out of the water for the four 

hours before help arrived. Fixated on the fact that icebergs sink ships, people overlooked the size 

and shape of the iceberg (plus the fact that it would not sink). 

We humans also have a tendency to see people in ways we expect to see them.  We apply a 

“functional fixedness,” to people.   

Oh, that’s the same guy begging at the intersection, he is just a homeless guy, or that’s the irritating 

co-worker who will also be like that, or my mom, son, daughter, dad, sister, brother, they have 

always been that way, they will never change.   

It is the case that we do the same do ourselves?  This is just the way I am, always have been, always 

will be, I will never shake, break…this habit, this way of thinking, this fear…    
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So, perhaps, our scene from John’s play is not so much about that we can see, but what we see.  Are 

we only affirming our preconceived notions about others, the world?  Are we trapped in a 

“functional fixedness?” Do we look at others, our- selves, with a bias that nothing will change?  Are 

we practicing a kind of de facto atheism?  Are we, like neighbors, the Pharisees, the parents of the 

beggar, denying the possibility of the presence and action of God to act?  Are we, in our own ways 

discrediting the possibility that the circumstances of our lives and the lives of others, (what the 

beggar represents) as individuals, as communities can change and be transformed by a power greater 

than ourselves? 

 

What might it look like in your life, in mine, if we relied more on the eye of our heart?  

 

Look how our scene this morning concludes.   The beggar’s neighbors, priests and at least through 

complicity his parents, drive him out of town. Since they cannot understand how his sight came to 

be, since it fails to fit into any of their preexisting categories, they put him out of their sight, if they 

cannot see him, their dilemma goes away. Jesus hears that news and seeks him out.   

 

And in a remarkable and fitting conclusion Jesus and the beggar come face to face, eye to eye, one 

last time.  “Whoever gave me this sight, in my eyes and my heart,” says the beggar, “I want to know.  

And Jesus says, “you are looking at him, it is me.”   Can you feel the weight of this moment between 

the beggar and Jesus?  This is so much more than a story of a blind man who can now see.  It is a 

story of how through faith and hope a life is transformed through the love of God.   In the face of 

the powers of darkness; fear, prejudice, pride, rigidity, self-righteousness, the power of faith, 

compassion and love prevails.     

The blind man sees Jesus for who he is, the divine logos, the word made flesh, who comes to 

bring life, light and love to the world.  Jesus sees in the beggar, who he truly is, a human being 

created in the image and likeness of God worthy of dignity, respect and wholeness. 

This great scene from John’s great play about Jesus invites us to see ourselves in each of the 

characters.  At times, we are the disciples, confining the action of God to our prescribed principles 

of how we think God ought to act.  Or the neighbors, expecting the way we have always seen and 

understood people is the only way to know them, because after all that makes living with others 
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a lot easier.   The Pharisees, the religious folks, who are self-righteous and content in the status 

quo, often a great danger of religion.  And for those of us who are parents, do we see ourselves 

in the mother and father of the beggar, unwilling or unable to sacrifice status and standing for the 

sake of a non-conforming child.     

Finally, though, are we all at times not like the beggar?  Feeling lost, unknown, misunderstood, 

ignored, somehow less than others, who seem to have all the answers.  

But also like the blind beggar, sincerely desiring to see…God.  To know God more in the living 

of our daily lives, at work, at home, at play.    

Hoping against all odds, like a man blind from birth that one day he would see, God is here, with 

us, acting on our behalf, to demonstrate the power of love and to evoke that love in us.   

From the opening line of John to the last words, the theme is the same: the light shines in the 

darkness, and the darkness does not overcome it. 

The great play of the gospel of John concludes with the narrator, reflecting on the story he just 

shared. “There are also many other things that Jesus did;” he says, “if every -one were written 

down, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written.”   

To that I say to our dramatist, yes, indeed, there are many other things that Jesus is doing still 

today, for those who have the eyes to see. And not only the world, but the vast expanse of the 

cosmos itself will not contain the books that could be written.  For the light shines in the darkness 

and the darkness does not overcome it, for all who have eyes to see.    

Thanks be to God.  

 

 

 

  

An article on innovation in The Harvard Business Review in 2012 entitled Why We Can’t See What’s Right in Front of U 
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