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 The story of Jesus healing a man born blind recalls a famous quote of 

Sherlock Holmes, “My dear Watson, you see, but you do not observe.”  How many 

of us, like the Pharisees, are “seeing,” but not really observing or perceiving be-

cause we don’t view things from a spiritual perspective?  Seeing versus perceiving.   

 John calls the healing of congenital blindness a “sign.” One thing we dis-

cover from his account here is that “signs” are not just miracles, as he refers to 

them, nor are miracles merely matters of fact.  It’s not as if something happens  

and those who witness it simply say, “Yes, I see.” 

 It’s our nature not only to see, but to perceive and understand.  Moreover, 

many of us will see the same thing, but perceive it differently, like various reports 

of an accident.  Some of us are better at perceiving than others as well.  But why?   

It would be nice—meaning both easy and comforting—if we could explain the 

differences by talking about the knowledge gained from studying, or the wisdom 

experience may bring.  But the story of Jesus and the man born blind—as well as 

of the disciples, the man’s parents and neighbors, and the religious leaders 

involved—points in a another direction, to the way of shalom.    

 
 It’s not a simple story.  It’s perhaps the most complicated single narrative in 

John’s gospel—wonderfully well-written and deeply rich in meaning.  No one ser-

mon can deal with all the questions it raises.  The best we can do is look at some  

of the themes that pique our curiosity.  Even a cursory look at the passage reveals, 

for example, that in terms of the attention given it, the miracle itself is of relatively 

little importance.  John’s description of the healing is brief—even understated.  It’s 

almost like reading a police report.  Jesus spits on the ground, makes mud, smears 

it on the man’s eyes, and tells him to go wash in the pool of Siloam.  The man does 

all this and he’s able to see, but only now does the action of the story really begin.   



April 3, 2011                                                                                                             2  

The Rev. Dr. Charles (Chuck) Robertson, Jr., Honorably Retired, Los Angeles, California  

 The rest of the narrative is about what happens as a result of the miracle, and 

some very curious things happen.  The man goes to his neighbors, who now have 

difficulty recognizing him.  “Isn’t this the blind man who used to sit and beg?”  

The answer is not at all that certain.  Some think he is, others aren’t so sure.  “He 

can’t be; it’s someone who just looks like him.” 

 Obviously the man has changed.  John doesn’t tell us how much he has 

changed—other than receiving his sight—but the change must be significant—it’s 

enough to cause confusion about his identity.  We can say of him now that not only 

can he see, but also that he must be seen, viewed in a new and different light—he 

must be perceived differently. 

 
 We’ve run into two of the more important themes of the story here—change 

and reaction to change.  The man is changed, and in no small part because of his 

willingness to change.  Perhaps because his situation could not have gotten any 

worse, the man is open to change. He’s been blind so long, anything is an improve-

ment.  So, following Jesus’ instructions, he goes all the way across the city, to the 

pool of Siloam, and washes his eyes.  Only then is his blindness healed.  The man 

is given sight because he is open and willing to change.   

 So far we have one of the themes of the story: from brokenness or blind- 

ness to healing or sight.  But what we don’t have yet is moving from brokenness 

through healing to wholeness or shalom.  The man’s change is not complete.  The 

genesis of his continuing transformation is the confusion and consternation in, first, 

his neighbors, and then among the religious authorities.  For whatever reasons they 

don’t believe his change. 

 We have almost the opposite problem in the field of science.  That is, the 

fundamental principle of quantum physics is that first you believe it, and then you 

see it.  Space scientists first had to be convinced of their theories and calculations 
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before they could conquer this vast frontier, make it to the moon, & send probes to 

Mars, Mercury, Venus, and beyond.  Applying this to faith, St. Anselm says, “I 

believe in order that I might understand.”  Christian theology is rooted in revela-

tion and faith.  Understanding then builds on what is revealed and held in faith, 

using the tools of insight and reason.   

 The man born blind is open and willing to change.  No one has ever been 

more convinced of the facts.  When his neighbors ask him how his eyes were 

opened, the man tells them straight out, “That man they call Jesus made mud and 

smeared it on my eyes.  He told me to go to the pool of Siloam and wash. And I 

did, and now I can see!”   The man tells exactly the same story to the religious 

officials—twice!  When they insist that Jesus is a sinner, he just tells them the 

facts, “I was blind, but now I see.”  He was willing to go to be healed, but now,  

for wholeness and shalom, he must change even more.   

 
 If the man is certain of the facts, he’s far less certain of their interpretation.  

When asked, he doesn’t know who Jesus is, or whether Jesus is a sinner—he’s just 

“that man.”  Maybe he’s a prophet.  “Yes, he must be from God, because of what 

he’s done.”  There’s a step forward.  Yet when Jesus asks him if he believes in the 

Son of Man, or the Messiah, he professes ignorance, “Who is he, sir, that I may 

believe in him?”  

 The man’s hesitation about how the facts are to be interpreted indicates his 

openness to a change in understanding.  But that’s in direct contrast to the certainty 

of the authorities.  One commentator on the passage describes the latter as “reason-

ing from prejudice.”  Everyone of us knows something about this. 

 Reasoning from prejudice is a very good description of what’s happening 

here, but now we must ask whether it applies to us.  The leaders don’t believe the 

change in the man—in the sense that they can’t accept it—because change isn’t an 
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option for them. This is his condition—period!  Their misguided understanding 

even changes the facts for them!  If a man’s born blind, he’s blind.  This man can 

see, so he was never blind.  Their understanding of the facts, and their interpreta-

tion of what is fact, are fixed.  But the question is who are we here? 

 
 There was an article in The New York Times Magazine some years ago 

about a group of more than 100 Cambodian women, refugees who’d witnessed the 

“killing fields” in their native country, the political genocide of the Pol Pot regime.  

These women were certifiably blind, even though ophthalmologists said that physi-

cally their eyes functioned perfectly well.  These sightless women suffered from 

psychosomatic or hysterical blindness, a blindness stemming not from damage to 

their eyes, but from trauma to their minds. 

 Scientists don’t yet fully understand this phenomenon, only that it shows the 

power of the mind over the body.  As one researcher explains it, “Losing eyesight 

makes sense if you are trying to escape the stress of a situation . . .  At the movie 

theatre you don’t cover your ears when grotesque violence comes on the screen.  

You’ll always cover your eyes.”  

 Hysterical blindness.  The officials here can  see, but seem to have a form of 

“hysterical perception.” They see, but don’t understand, and their misperception 

even changes the facts for them.  Do we suffer from hysterical perception when 

faced with facts that challenge or even threaten our firmly or rigidly held under-

standings? 

 
 If the man born blind works from facts to interpretation, the leaders work 

from interpretation to facts.  If the facts don’t fit, first they doubt them, then they 

change them. Indeed, they seem to think that the facts may have been fudged in 

some way, so they even badger the man’s parents.  They must make certain that  

the man who can now see is their son, and was, indeed, born blind.  Now he has  
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sight.  But if so, was he really born blind?  If he was born blind—if—how is it that 

he can now see? That he can see is clear evidence to them that he couldn’t have 

been born blind, because such a thing has never happened. 

 But if the authorities have serious questions about the facts, they don’t for a 

minute doubt their interpretation of them.  They’re convinced, for example, that 

Jesus is a sinner.  That fits the evidence.  The law clearly forbids healing on the 

Sabbath unless a life is in danger.  The man’s life was not in danger.  The law also 

forbids kneading on the Sabbath—so no mixing up mud.  There may be a division 

of opinion about whether eyes may be anointed on the Sabbath, but it’s very  clear 

that one couldn’t use spit to do it.  So Jesus is a sinner!  That’s clear.  It’s equally 

clear, that only God can heal the blind, so Jesus is not the Messiah, not the Christ. 

 In fact, it’s all clear to the officials.  Their refrain is, “We know, we know, 

we know.”  “We know this man is a sinner.”  “We know that God talked to Moses,  

but this man . . .”  They know, they know, they know, so they will not change, they 

will not perceive, and thus they cannot understand.  When the man tries to explain 

his understanding of the facts, they won’t listen.  “What?!” is their response. “You 

were born steeped in sin—a reference to their belief that his blindness was because 

of his parents’ sin—and now you’re lecturing us?!” So they toss him out of the 

synagogue.  The leaders go from preconceptions of what the facts are, to predict-

ably prejudicial conclusions, to rejecting the man.  Instead of moving from 

brokeness to healing to shalom, they go from brokenness to malaise to spiritual 

death.   

 
 The man born blind is not only able to see, but he comes to perceive and  

understand.  He moves from brokenness to healing to shalom.  By virtue of his 

willing-ness and openness to change, he makes a leap of perception, and then 

another jump to understanding.  He vaults from saying, “the man called Jesus,”  
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to saying, “If this man were not from God, he could do nothing,” and from that to 

believing that Jesus is the Son of Man—the Christ.  No longer the passive recipi-

ent of healing, nor frightened like his parents, the man now actively confronts the 

contradictions in the argument of the officials.  Now he can see and perceive and 

proclaim the grace of God given in Jesus Christ.   

 But for those who refuse to see—the authorities—or who while seeing do 

not perceive—the neighbors—the formerly blind man now becomes like one in the 

story of another blind man who carries a candle in the dark.  When asked why a 

blind person carries a candle in the darkness, he replies, “The candle isn’t for me to 

see by, it’s for you to see me by.”  The light our previously sightless man carries is 

his experience of healing, wholeness, and shalom to guide others to the light of 

Christ.  He is now a witness to God’s grace.  But what of the others, his neighbors, 

his parents, the officials, the disciples?  More important, what of us?  Have we 

made the leap from seeing to perceiving? 

 “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me!  I once 

was lost, but now am found, was blind, but now I see.”  But that’s not enough, not 

just healing!  We must be led beyond healing to wholeness and shalom.  We must 

be open to change in order to both see and perceive.  “Through many dangers, 

toils, and snares, I have already come; ‘Tis grace has brought me safe thus far, and 

grace will lead me home.”  The grace of seeing and perceiving will lead us home—

home to wholeness, home to shalom, home to goodness and mercy, home to justice 

and peace, home to the heart of God.                             

AMEN! 

 


