
Speak	for	Yourself	

	

[John	9:1-41;	March	2017]	

A	Reading	from	the	Gospel	According	to	John	

Chapter	8:1-41	

	 	

	 1Going	 on,	 he	 saw	 a	 man	 blind	 from	 birth.	2His	 students	 asked	 him,	 “Rabbi,	who	

sinned,	this	man	or	his	parents,	that	he	was	born	blind?”		3Jesus	answered,	“Neither	he	nor	his	

parents	did	wrong.		He	was	born	blind	so	the	work	of	God	might	be	revealed	in	him.		4We	must	

do	the	work	of	him	who	sent	us	while	it	is	day.		Night	is	coming	when	no	one	can	work.		5While	

I	am	in	the	world,	I	am	the	light	of	the	world.”		6After	saying	that,	he	spat	on	the	ground,	and	

made	mud	with	the	spit,	and	smeared	mud	on	the	man’s	eyes,	and	said	to	him,	7	“Go,	wash	in	

the	Pool	of	 Siloam.”		 Then	he	went	and	washed	and	came	back	 seeing.	 	 8The	neighbors	and	

those	who	had	seen	him	as	a	beggar	said,	“Isn’t		he	the	one	who	sat	and	begged?”		9Some	said,	

“That’s	him.”		Others	said,	“No,	but	it	looks	like	him.”		“The	man	said,	“It’s	me.”	10So	they	kept	

asking	him,	“How	then	were	your	eyes	opened?”		11	He	answered,	“The	man	called	Jesus	made	

some	mud	and	smeared	 it	on	my	eyes	and	said	to	me,	“Go	wash	 in	the	pool	of	Siloam.	 	So	 I	

went	and	after	washing	I	saw.”		12	And	they	asked	him,	“Where	is	he?”		“I	don’t	know,”	he	said.	

	 13They	took	the	former	blindman	to	the	Pharisees.	 	 	14	Now	it	was	a	Sabbath	day	when	

Jesus	made	 the	mud	 and	 opened	 his	 eyes.		 15Then	 the	 Pharisees	 in	 turn	 asked	 him	 how	 he	

regained	his	sight.			And	he	told	them,	“He	put	mud	on	my	eyes	and	I	washed	and	now	I	see.”		
16Some	of	the	Pharisees	said,	“This	man	is	not	from	God,	for	he	doesn’t	observe	the	Sabbath.”		

But	 others	 said,	 “How	 can	 a	man	be	 a	 sinner	who	does	 such	 signs?”	And	 there	was	division	



among	them.	17They	said	to	the	blindman	again,	“What	have	you	to	say	about	him	because	he	

opened	your	eyes.”		“He	is	a	prophet,”	he	said.	

	 18	The	 Jews	 did	 not	 believe	 he	 was	 been	 blind	 and	 then	 regained	 his	 sight	 until	 they	

called	on	 the	parents	of	 the	one	who	saw	again.	 	 	19And	they	said	 to	 them,	“This	 is	your	son	

who	you	say	was	born	blind?		How	is	it	that	he	can	see	now?”		20His	parents	answered,	saying,	

“We	know	that	this	man	is	our	son	and	that	he	was	born	blind.		21But	we	don’t	know	how	it	is	

that	now	he	sees,	nor	do	we	know	who	opened	his	eyes.		Ask	him,	he	is	of	age.		He	will	speak	

for	himself.”		22His	parents	said	these	things	because	they	were	afraid	of	the	Jews,	for	the	Jews	

had	already	agreed	that	anyone	who	confessed	that	 Jesus	was	the	Messiah	would	be	barred	

from	the	synagogue.		23	That	is	why	his	parents	said,	“Ask	him,	he	is	of	age.		He	will	speak	for	

himself”	

	 24So	 for	 a	 second	 time	 they	 called	 the	man	who	was	blind	and	 said	 to	him,	 “Glory	 to	

God.	 	We	know	 that	 this	man	 is	 a	 sinner.”	 	 25The	man	answered,	 “If	 he	 is	 a	 sinner,	 I	 do	not	

know.		One	thing	I	do	know.	I	was	blind	and	now	I	see.”		26“What	did	he	do	to	you?		How	did	he	

open	your	eyes?”	they	said	to	him.		27“I	have	told	you	already	and	you	don’t	listen,”	he	said	to	

them.	“Why	do	you	want	to	hear	it	again?			Could	it	be	that	you	too	want	to	be	his	students?”		
28And	they	reviled	him	and	said,	“You	are	his	student,	but	we	are	Moses’	students.		29We	know	

that	God	spoke	to	Moses,	but	we	don’t	know	where	this	man	is	from.”		30The	man	answered,	

“Here	is	what	is	astonishing,	that	you	don’t	know	where	he	is	from,	yet	he	opened	my	eyes.		
31	We	know	that	God	does	not	listen	to	sinners,	but	if	one	is	devout	and	does	his	will,	he	hears.		
32From	the	beginning	of	time	we	have	not	heard	of	one	who	opened	the	eyes	of	a	blindman.		
33If	this	man	were	not	from	God,	he	could	not	have	done	anything.”		34They	answered	and	said	

to	him,	“You	were	born	wholly	in	sin,	and	you	are	teaching	us?”		And	they	threw	him	out.	

	 35Jesus	heard	 that	 they	 threw	 the	blindman	out,	 and	he	 found	him	and	 said,	“Do	 you	

believe	in	the	earthly	son?”		36The	man	replied	to	him,	“And	who	is	he,	sir,	that	I	may	believe	in	

him?”	 	 37Jesus	said	 to	him,	“You	have	seen	him,	and	he	 is	 the	one	talking	 to	you.”	 	 38And	he	

said,	 “I	 believe,	 lord”	 and	 he	 worshiped	 him.	 	 39And	 Jesus	 said,	“I	 came	 into	 this	 world	 for	

judgment		so	those	who	cannot	see	may	see	and	those	who	see	may	go	blind.”		40Some	of	the	



Pharisees	who	were	near	him	heard	this	and	said	to	him,	“Surely,	we	are	not	blind?”		41Jesus	

said	 to	 them,	“If	 you	were	 blind	 you	would	 have	 no	 sin.	 	 Since	 you	 say,	 ‘We	 see,’	 your	 sin	

remains.	

Translated	by	Willis	Barnstone	

*	

	

	 We	hear	a	tale	today	John	could’ve	shared	with	Christians	hiding	out	close	to	the	end	of	

the	first	century.		Based	on	the	memory	of	a	man	Jesus	gifted	with	sight,	it’s	a	lot	more	than	a	

simple	account	of	a	healing.		John	names	Jesus	as	“the	light	of	the	world,”	and	shows	us	how	

this	light	can	disrupt	a	community.			

	 Here’s	what	we	learn:		

	 “Going	 on,	 [Jesus]	 saw	 a	 man	 blind	 from	 birth.		 His	 students	 asked.	 .	 .	 “Rabbi,	who	

sinned,	this	man	or	his	parents?”	

	 “We	see	the	punishment,”	they	tell	Jesus.		“What	was	the	crime?”	

	 They	take	for	granted	some	basic	assumptions	of	their	time	and	place.		They	infer	there	

has	to	be	a	strong	link	between	hardship	and	sin.		They	didn’t	believe	in	microbes	or	in	genes	

back	then.		When	you	got	hurt,	they	thought,	you’d	angered	God,	you	must	have	got	what	was	

coming.			

	 “Whose	fault	is	it,	his	or	his	family’s?”	disciples	ask.	

	 Some	may	still	think	that	way.		Maybe	not	openly.		Few	are	so	cruel	or	so	crass	they	will	

spot	someone	unable	to	see,	or	walk,	and	figure,	“Well,	he	must	have	really	done	something	

bad.”	

	 Yet	we	internalize	fear	of	a	vengeful	God.			I’ve	talked	to	people	who’ve	felt	when	a	child	

had	to	have	surgery,	God	caused	the	accident	because	of	something	they’d	done	or	didn’t	do.		I	



knew	a	woman	completely	convinced	God	would	get	back	at	for	her	ever	because	she’d	been	

raped	 and	 had	 an	 abortion	 at	 seventeen.	 	We	 all	 know	 people	who	 after	 they’ve	 hear	 that	

dreaded	word,	cancer,	blame	themselves.		“It’s	because	I	ate	all	those	fatty	foods.		It’s	because	

didn’t	get	my	exercise.”		Or	what	“with	all	these	chemicals	nowadays”—and	on	and	on.	

	 “We’re	being	punished”	 some	way	or	 somehow.	 	 I	 don’t	 think	 such	 claims	are	always	

farfetched.			Jesus,	though,	tries	to	teach	us	that’s	bad	theology.	

	 God	 doesn’t	 operate	 in	 this	 way,	 playing	 a	 cosmic	 game	 of	 Gotcha.	 	 God	 resurrects	

victims	of	violence,	abuse,	and	disease.		Christ	tries	to	free	us	from	woes	we	make	worse—not	

make	 sure	we	all	 get	what	we	deserve!	 	 	Not	make	a	 list	 of	who	deserves	 leukemia,	whose	

house	will	burn.		

	 Why	can’t	this	poor	man	see?			

	 Jesus	does	not	explain.	 	He	goes	to	work,	no	questions	asked.	 	According	to	John,	“He	

spat	on	the	ground,	and	made	mud	with	the	spit,	and	smeared	mud	on	[his]	eyes	and	said	to	

him,	‘Go,	wash	in	the	Pool	of	Siloam.’”		

	 And	the	man	“went	and	washed	and	came	back	seeing.”	

	 If	 this	 text	were	 from	Matthew,	Mark,	 or	 Luke,	 then	he’d	 be	on	his	way.	 	 End	of	 the	

lesson.		All	finished.		Amen.	

	 But	John	wants	us	to	find	out	what	happens	when	Christ	touches	you	or	me	in	a	world	

that	prefers	darkness	to	light:	

	 “The	neighbors	and	those	who	had	seen	him	as	a	beggar	said,	“Isn’t	he	the	one	who	sat	

and	begged?”		Some	said,	‘That’s	him.’		Others	said,	‘No,	but	it	looks	like	him.’		“The	man	said,	

‘It’s	me.’		[And]	so	they	kept	asking	him,	‘How.	.	.		were	your	eyes	opened?’	

	 People	 are	 startled,	 but	 very	 soon	 they	 become	 agitated	 and	 wary.	 	 “Who	 did	 this?		

How?		And	why?”		They	aren’t	quite	rejoicing	with	him	are	they?	



	 In	that	society,	this	man	born	blind—he	had	a	part	to	play.		He	was	someone	all	of	the	

rest	of	us	felt	sorry	for.		But	that	role	doesn’t	suit	him	now.		No	one	knows	where	he	fits.		Once,	

he	was	cursed;	now	is	he	blessed,	or	what?	

	 Imagine	living	your	entire	life	with	people	you’ve	known	since	you	were	six.		Unless	he	

died,	 nobody	 ever	 left.	 	 You	 would	 never	 have	 any	 chance	 to	 re-invent	 yourself,	 whatever	

nickname	you	wore	as	a	child,	that’s	who	you	were.		Some	of	us	might	like	that—if	you	were	

popular,	and	excelled	at	 sports	and	got	good	grades	at	 school.	 	Others	of	us	might	 find	 that	

hell.	

	 A	few	men	in	the	crowd	pipe	up,	We	can’t	sort	all	this	out.		We	need	experts.”	

	 Meaning,	of	course,	the	Pharisees.		They	really	know	their	stuff.		Let	them	decide	what	

we	ought	to	do	next.	

	 So	the	Pharisees	huff	and	puff,	and	their	reaction	might	seem	comical	if	they	were	not	

so	put	out	here.		Something	extraordinary	has	happened—even	miraculous—yet	they	respond	

like	disgruntled	policemen,	after	a	 smash-up	 in	a	parking	 lot,	 trying	 to	 figure	out	who	gets	a	

ticket,	who	takes	the	blame.	

	 None	 of	 these	 people	 are	 able	 to	 see	what	 should	 be	 the	most	 obvious	 thing	 in	 the	

world:	that	this	man’s	life	has	changed.		Yes,	it’s	mysterious,	hard	to	believe,	can’t	they	tell	it’s	

good.		

	 The	man	who’d	been	blind	yesterday	and	the	day	before	that,	and	the	day	before	that,	

can’t	agree	he	ought	to	give	back	his	sight	to	make	everything	the	way	it	was.	.	.	.	

	 So	 the	 authorities	 bully	 his	 parents,	 since	 they	 have	 already	 made	 up	 their	 minds	

anyone	who’ll	defend	this	hotshot	Jesus	must	be	condemned.	 	

	 They	are	afraid	they’ll	be	run	out	of	 town.	 	That’s	why	they	cry,	“We’re	not	 involved.”	

Actually,	they	say	a	bit	more	than	they	have	to:	 	“We	don’t	know	how.	.	 .	he	sees,	nor	do	we	

know	who	opened	his	eyes.”	 	



	 They	voice	a	fear	no	one’s	spoken	aloud,	fear	at	the	core	of	the	first-century	church,	fear	

that	 John’s	 gospel	 to	 address	 ages	 ago.	 	 They	 deny	 knowing	who	 Jesus	 is,	 scared	 they’ll	 be	

labeled	as	Christians—they	don’t	want	that.		

	 “We	hardly	know	him	anymore,”	they	plead.	 	We	weren’t	anywhere	near	him,	honest.		

Please,	leave	us	out	of	it.”		Thanks,	mom.		Thanks,	dad.	

	 You	may	 remember	 the	McCarthy	era:	 	people	were	guilty	by	association—thousands	

feared	 they	 knew	 somebody	who	 talked	 to	 somebody	 at	 a	meeting	 once.	 	 That	 is	 the	deep	

mistrust	these	parents	face.			

	 Still	 the	 man	 who’d	 been	 blind	 holds	 firm,	 certain	 he’s	 better	 off	 now	 than	 he	 was,	

grateful	to	one	who	did	what	nobody	else	could.	

	 And	the	Pharisees,	outraged	that	Jesus	is	healing	the	wrong	people,	of	the	wrong	things,	

the	wrong	 day—without	 permission,	with	 no	 explanation,	without	 any	 prior	 authorization—

they	either	recognize	what	God	is	doing	and	send	word,	“How	can	we	help?”	or	they	decide,	

“No,	no.	blind	beggars	can’t	see.		That’s	not	allowed.”	

	 How	would	you	treat	a	man	saved	by	a	miracle?		They	throw	him	out.		

	 A	little	later,	Jesus	comes	up	to	him,	asks	“Do	you	believe	in	the	earthly	son?”		The	man	

replies,	“And	who	is	he,	sir,	that	I	may	believe	in	him?”	

	 How	very	honest,	bewildered,	and	plain.		Jesus	finds	him	off	by	himself	and	reveals	who	

he	actually	 is.	 	 	 John	is	telling	us	don’t	be	afraid	of	rejection;	follow	the	formerly	blind	man’s	

example.		Perhaps	if	you	do,	Christ	himself	will	seek	you	out.	

	 There	 is	a	hard	 lesson	here	and	a	softer	one.	 	 If	and	when	you	want	to	try	to	become	

spiritual,	some	of	the	people	you’re	closest	to—longtime	neighbors,	family	members—may	get	

suspicious,	and	uncomfortable.		They	aren’t	necessarily	eager	for	you	to	change.		Try	to	break	

away	from	whatever	binds	you—try	to	quit	drinking,	whatever	it	is—chances	are,	you’re	going	

to	alienate	some	of	your	old	friends.	



	 That	is	a	price	we	pay	for	divine	therapy.		Someone	may	think,	“Who	are	you	trying	to	

fool?”		Someone	will	say,	“You’re	different	now,	not	as	much	fun.”	

	 But	there’s	a	softer	truth	you’ll	find	out,	too..		Did	you	notice,	when	we	began,	the	blind	

man	never	does	ask	Jesus	to	enlighten	him?	

	 Could	it	be	that	humility	and	some	uncertainty	are	the	only	preconditions	for	grace?	

	 “I	don’t	know	who	he	is,	I’m	not	sure	what	he	did,	I	can’t	tell	where	he	went,”	the	blind	

man	testifies.	 	“But	it’s	true	that	I’ve	changed,	and	I	want	to	give	thanks,	and	I	hope	to	know	

more,”	and	 I’m	warning	 you,	 folks—keep	 thinking	 that	way,	 you	may	quit	 your	 job,	 surprise	

your	spouse,	go	into	debt,	and	wind	up	in	seminary	some	day.	

	 Like	the	Samaritan	woman	at	the	well	we	met	last	week,	this	man—like	most—doesn’t	

know	who	or	what	Christ	 is	 immediately.	 	First,	he	 finds	out	 there’s	somebody	named	Jesus,	

who’s	 touched	 his	 lifeless	 eyes.	 	 Then,	 when	 he’s	 asked	 he	 calls	 Jesus	 a	 ‘prophet,”	 says	 he	

“must	be	 from	God”—whether	or	not	he	obeys	all	 the	rules	of	 the	ultra-religious.	 	Then,	 the	

man	cries,	“Lord,	I	believe,”	and	worships	him.	

	 Faith	may	not	have	any	on-and-off	switch.		Over	time,	either	it	illuminates,	helps	us	see	

more,	or	it	gets	dimmer	and	fainter	and	sputters	out.		

	 Here’s	what	I	hope:	 A	 later	 scripture,	 written	 supposedly	 by	 this	 same	 John,	 tells	 us,

	 “Beloved,	we	are	God’s	children	now;	what	we	will	be	has	not	yet	been	revealed.		What	

we	know	is	this:	when	he	is	revealed,	we	will	be	like	him,	for	we	will	see	him	as	he	is.”1	

	 May	it	be	so,	and	may	God	bless	you	all.	

	

                                                             
1	1	John	3:2-3	


