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Sunday March 14, 1999 

UNRECOGNIZED BLINDNESS John 9: 1-41 

It's possible to be physically blind and not be 

aware of it. If you were born blind and no one 

ever told you that you were blind, how would you 

know it? I suppose this is rarely if ever true of 

physical blindness, but it is true of other kinds of 

blindness. We can be blind in certain ways and 

not be aware of it. When I was learning to drive 

a truck on the farm many years ago, the first 

thing my dad taught me was that in using rear 

view mirrors there are blind spots. Later I learned 

about other blind spots in my life. 

There are a number of stories in the New Testa­

ment about people who are blind and are given 

sight by Jesus. The early church remembered 
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such stories, told them to each other and then 

wrote them down not only because of the physi­

cal act of healing, but also because such stories 

carried a deeper meaning. 

Clarity of vision is more than being able to see 

with one's eyes. It's also a metaphor meaning 

possession of knowledge, having understanding, 

being sensitive to one another and being open to 

the working of God in one's life and in the world. 

� In the language of the Bible, people who are 

ignorant of God, or refuse to know God, or think 

they know everything there is to know about God 

and how God works, are described as beinge 

blind and worse yet, don't recognize their blind­

ness. 

In our own language we sometimes use the met-
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aphor of sight and blindness. We say, 11She saw 

the light, 11 meaning that the individual came to a 

new understanding, a change of perception. To 

indicate we understand something we say, 11 1 see. 

I see. 11 

The point is that in the gospel stories, miracles of 

the healing of the blind are never recorded only 

as acts of physical healing, but carry in addition a 

broader meaning of coming to understand God 

and God's workings. 

One day Jesus healed a man who had been born 

blind. What can we learn from this story about 

our own kinds of blindness? 

First of all, like the disciples we often ask the 

wrong question about the causes of blindness in 
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others and in ourselves. Their first question was, 

"Who sinned, this man or his parents that he was 

born blind?" It's an interesting question for spec­

ulation, but no matter what the answer, it has no 

effect on whether or not the man will be healed. 

It's also the wrong question because it is based 

on a false assumption--namely that someone's 

sin is always the cause of any disability or suffer­

ing. Sometimes someone's sin might be in­

volved, but there is not always a direct cause and 

effect relationship. 

In this case if the cause of the man's blindness 

was his own sin, then since he was born blind, 

he must've sinned while still in his mother's 

womb. How is it possible to sin before you are 

born? 
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There is no evidence in the teachings of Jesus 
that there is always a direct cause and effect 
relationship between disability and sin. Yet we 
continue to ask the question. A retarded child is 
born and we ask, 11What did we do wrong to 
deserve this? 11 

1

1Why is God punishing us? 11 Som-
etimes we mistakenly believe it's because we 
didn't say our prayers regularly or neglected 
some other religious practices. 

Notice I said, there is no evidence in the teach­
ings of Jesus that there is ALWAYS a direct 
cause and effect relationship between disabilities 
or birth defects and sin. There are situations in 
which our sin or neglect could be the cause. We 
know now for example that good pre-natal care is 
crucial. A pregnant woman who smokes or uses 
certain kinds of drugs, or alcohol can cause( 
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r� problems for the child in the womb. In the same 

way if we neglect our own physical health 

through bad habits, or lack of exercise or improp­

er diet we can cause problems for ourselves. 

On the other hand there are bad things that hap­

pen to us in life for which there is no apparent 

cause. Jesus said, 11God makes the rain to fall on 

the just and the unjust and the sun to shine on 

the evil and the good. 11 

In this case of the man in this story who had 

been born blind, Jesus said, 11lt was not that this 

man or his parents sinned that he was born blind, 

but that the works of God might be made mani­

fest in him. 11 

The second point this story makes for us is that 
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sometimes healing comes for whatever kind of 

problem we might have, even though we didn't 

specifically ask for it. 

In this story, Jesus acts on his own initiative in 

healing the man's blindness and not in response 

to a specific request for healing. There he is, this 

man born blind, minding his own tin cup busi­

ness when the light of the world comes along 

and opens his eyse, shoving him into the spot-

� light where people stand in line to question him. 

He didn't ask for this kind of publicity or criticism. 

The critics want to know--who did it? How did it 

happen? What did he do to you? Are you sure 

you were blind? The critics did not believe him 

until they called his parents and asked them, "Is 

this your son? Was he born blind? How is it that 

7 



0 he can now see? 11 Not one living soul said, 

'Thanks be to God." No one asked him what it 

was like to see for the first time or whether the 

light hurt his eyes. 

This man's faith follows rather than precedes 

healing. It is after he is healed that his journey to 

faith begins. There are times in our lives when 

healing takes place within us as an unanticipated 

surprise gift, as something we didn't ask for or 

, expect. 

The third point in this story which connects to 

each one of our lives is that many of us are blind 

in ways in which we are not aware. There are 

many people in this story who are sure they can 

see everything clearly but yet are blind. 
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Some simply refused to accept that this man who 

could now see was the same man who had been 

born blind. There were others who refused to 

accept the fact that Jesus healed him. And still 

others could only criticize Jesus for healing the 

man on the Sabbath. 

There are so many forms of unrecognized blind­

ness among us. Last week I was reading about a 

man who stopped by his minister's office in the 

� church to tell her that he had had a kind of "born 

again" religious experience. "You've had what?" 

she asked. 11Yes, 11 he said, "Last week I visited my 

brother-in-law's church and I don't know what it 

was, but something happened and I have a new 

awareness of God.11 "That can't have happened 

to you, 11 she said, "You're a Congregationalist." 

He was filled with joy but she was filled with ske-
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pticism. Why? Because spiritual renewal is won­

derful as long as it occurs within what we consid­

er acceptable channels and does not threaten 

our understanding of God. 

That's a kind of unrecognized blindness in many 

of us. We are blind to the way God works if it 

doesn't fit our pre- conceptions, assumptions and 

beliefs. 

Many of us are also blind to our own weakness­

es. And there are those who are blind to the 

talents, abilities and skills of others. We can even 

be blind to some of the abilities of our own chil­

dren. Some of us are blind to our own special 

skills and abilities. They have to be pointed out 

to us. There are those who are blind to other 

people's hurts and problems. 
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� Tommy LaSorda is quoted as saying, "When you 

tell other people your problems, 80 percent don't 

want to hear about them and the other 20 per­

cent are glad you have them." 

Some people are blind to considering anything 

new or different, no matter what the evidence. 

There are those who seem to have been born 

with closed minds. I know people who have not 

been willing to consider a new idea since birth. 

Others of us are not blind from birth, but develop 

unrecognized forms of blindness as we grow 

older. We put on blinders and refuse to look at 

any new evidence on any subject. Some even 

say, "Even though I've seen it with my own eyes, 

I refuse to believe it. 11 

11 



/' Institutions can have forms of unrecognized blind­

ness. All the world knows of the pressure the 

church exerted on Galileo to force him to recant 

what the church called his false and heretical 

theory that the earth was not the center of the 

universe. In spite of the evidence the church 

continued to teach that everything in the universe 

revolved around the earth instead of the planets 

in our solar system revolving around the sun. 

Consider the suffering and tragedy which the 

blindness of racial prejudice has caused through 

the centuries. The blindness that teaches that 

one group of people is inferior or superior be­

cause of the color of their skin has caused more 

innocent suffering than almost any other kind of 

blindness. For example, it wasn't too many years 

ago when black people were not allowed to play 
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on professional sports teams. 

11Are we also blind?" asked the critics of Jesus 

after he had healed the man born blind. Jesus 

said to them, 11 lf you were blind, you would not 

have sin. But because you say, 'we see' your 

sins remains." Unrecognized blindness is the 

problem. 

For them it was a rhetorical question, but it's a 

relevant question for each one of us to ask be­

cause we all have unrecognized blindness. 

Worse still we resist being healed of our blind­

ness because we are so content with our old way 

of seeing and doing things. We don't want to be 

bothered with new facts and knowledge. We 

would have to re-arrange all of our thinking. 
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, Furthermore, being healed of whatever kinds of 

blindness we have can cause other problems for 

us that we hadn't anticipated. The man in the 

story that Jesus healed no doubt wondered whet­

her or not it would've been better to stay blind 

because the people around him did not accept 

him in the same way after he was healed. The 

gift of sight had unintended consequences for 

him. 

, Jesus healed him and then was gone, leaving 

him to face the critics all alone. He now had to 

try to make some sense out of what happened to 

him and he had to decide what to say about it in 

the face of enormous opposition. He did not 

know all the correct religious phrases with which 

to interpret his salvation. All he knew for sure 

was that heretofore he sat in darkness and how 
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\ his whole world was filled with light. 

What this tells us is that being blessed by God 

does not take away all problems or opposition. 

This man would've said to himself more than 

once, " I  didn't ask to be healed. If this is what it 

means to be blessed of God, I think I am willing 

to relinquish some divine favors." The good deed 

done to him had now caused him to be the cen­

ter of a controversy. As Nietzche said, "No good 

\ deed goes unpunished." 

After he went home, he was not accepted as 

before. His neighbors knew how to deal with him 

as a blind man, but not as a person with sight. 

His reappearance in his old neighborhood gener­

ated little joy, no celebration, only criticism and 

doubt. Why was it that his old friends and neigh-
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� bors had so much difficulty in being happy with 

his good fortune? Why is it that we have so 

much difficulty rejoicing at the good fortune of 

others? Why is it that we are so cynical about 

changes for the good in others? We don't al­

ways like it when people become something 

different from what they had always been even 

when it has changed them for the better. 

Here's a short eye test for growing Christians to 

t") help you recognize and maybe be healed of 

some of your unrecognized blindness. 

1. Are you open to considering that God might 

work in ways that you had not heretofore imag-

ined? frtQ'l'J t�. Jf�v.tn.f - Irr (p. *"'""'"':J eUa:i. 
� � <f!"""f 

2. Are you willing to acknowledge that God loves 
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your enemies as much as God loves you? 

3. Are you willing to re-examine your assumptions 

about people you are having difficulty with so that 

you can see them in a different light? God might 

be working through them in ways you hadn't 

considered. Amen. 
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