
John 9:1-41  

There seems to be a rather big gap in our readings in the Gospel of John since last week. 

A week ago we read chapter 4 where Jesus was in Samaria and where he met a woman at 

Jacob’s well. Where was he since then? In chapter 5 he went up to Jerusalem for a 

festival and healed a man with mobility problems. In chapter 6 he crosses to the far side 

of the Lake of Galilee, otherwise known as the Lake of Tiberias, and feeds five thousand 

people. In chapter 7 he returns to Jerusalem for the Festival of the Tabernacles and 

creates quite a stir with his teaching in the Temple. There’s even more upset over his 

teaching in chapter 8 when the Jews call him demon-possessed and try to stone him but 

he manages to escape. Immediately after his escape he bumps into the blind man from 

today’s story and heals him. 

In the 21
st
 century we tend to question and focus on the physical healing of the blind man. 

But in the society of the time the physical disability was but a sign of relationships being 

broken or severed and that was the real issue. We need to remember that people then 

were far more dependent on the community at large and far less individualistic than we 

are today. Their whole life was community as they wouldn’t survive without it. 

Everybody had a place in that community and a change to how you were placed in it was 

not really an option.  

The issue of the blind man was that his relationships with people around him were 

skewed which we see clearly once he’s actually healed. Technically there is no sign or 

disease that would make him an outcast in the community anymore and yet people are not 

keen to welcome him into the community and give him his full rights within it. It’s the 

healing of the relationships that’s the true problem highlighted by the chapter.  

We can all relate to this story in many ways. For instance, when something bad happens 

to us or those we love, we tend to question the reasons for it – what have I done to 

deserve this? Why am I being punished? Doesn’t she deserve better? We don’t accept the 

bad stuff of life as part of it the same way as we do the good stuff. We’re grateful for the 

good and accept it as a given but nobody wants the bad and the difficult. We don’t want it 

to be part of our life and thus we wonder where we went wrong to be landed with it. We 

treat it as punishment or a trial of some kind. 

Jesus’ answer to his disciples doesn’t really help with this either as our translation says: 

‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned but this happened so that the works of God might 

be displayed in him.’ Doesn’t this make an experiment of the poor chap? Is THAT fair? 

I’d far rather go with the Message translation which simply says: ‘You’re asking the 

wrong question. You’re looking for someone to blame. There is no such cause-effect 

here. Look instead for what God can do.’ This answer takes the pressure away – nobody’s 

to blame, it’s not a punishment, it’s not a sick experiment either. Simply bad things 

happen, point. But God can work through them anyway. 



There’s also something to be said about how our experiences (good but particularly bad) 

shape us. Carl Gregg in his commentary on this passage writes: ‘Nancy Eiesland, 

Associate Professor of Sociology of Religion at Emory University in Atlanta, is one of a 

number of theologians that have spent a lot of time in recent years studying our text for 

today as well as related texts.  They are working on what has been called a “liberation 

theology of disability.”  Eiesland has written: 

Growing up with a disability, I could not accept the traditional interpretations of 

disability that I heard in prayers, in Sunday school, and in sermons. “You are special in 

God’s eyes,” I was often told, “that’s why you were given this painful disability.” Or, 

“Don’t worry about your suffering now—in heaven you will be made whole.”  This 

confused me. My disability had taught me who I am and who God is. What would it 

mean to be without this knowledge? Would I be absolutely unknown to myself in heaven, 

and perhaps even unknown to God? I was assured that God gave me a disability to 

develop my character. But by age six or seven, I was convinced that I had enough 

character to last a lifetime. My family frequented faith healers with me in tow. I was 

never healed. People asked about my hidden sins, but they must have been so well hidden 

that even I misplaced them. The theology that I heard was inadequate to my experience.’
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Another aspect of this is – don’t we treat people with disabilities in the same way as the 

society in Jesus’ time did? Don’t we assume they’re stupid just because they can’t see or 

hear or walk? Don’t we ignore them and address their carers or companions instead? Are 

we all that different from those around the blind man who speak about him most of the 

time rather than to him? Even when he’s questioned about what happened to him, his 

witness is not enough and so his parents are summoned. They are believed and treated 

seriously in a way that he wasn’t.  

Jesus’ approach is different. He seeks him out, speaks to him directly treating him as an 

equal, fully capable of understanding and taking decisions for his own life. Through that 

relationship the man is given a new life.  

There’s a twist to this story though. Jirair Tashjian writes perceptively: ‘The chapter ends 

in a final scene in which Jesus and the Pharisees exchange a few words, the point being 

that if the Pharisees had only admitted that they were blind, they would not have sin. But 

now that they say, "We see," their sin remains (vv. 39-41). The narrative ends where it 

began. What is the connection between blindness and sin? That was the question the 

disciples asked Jesus at the beginning of the narrative. In the case of the blind man, Jesus' 

answer was that there was no connection but that God's works will be revealed in him. 

But at the end of the narrative, quite ironically, Jesus says that there is a definite 

connection between the Pharisaic type of blindness and sin. Apparently the healing of 

physical blindness is relatively easy compared to the healing of spiritual blindness.’
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Jesus challenges us, our relationships, our perceptions, our blindness. The point is that, 

unlike the Pharisees, we know we are blind. Lent which starts this coming Wednesday 

gives us another opportunity to face up to our blindness and let Jesus heal us. Will we let 

him? Amen. 


