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Seeing is Following 
St. John’s Church, NF 

Mar. 30, 2014 A   Lent 4   John 9:1-41 
 

The Lord says to Samuel: “the LORD does not see as mortals see.” 

The readings today describe God's transformative presence using the metaphor 

of the eye, “seeing,” in the sense of understanding, vision, a meaning quite 

familiar to us all. This metaphor of seeing is used quite consciously in the gospel 

reading today of Jesus healing the blind beggar, who bears witness to the power 

of God to overcome blindness and create new possibilities. It is a long story with 

touches of humour as it ridicules the temple authorities who are the ones blind 

to the truth before their very eyes. 

 There are only three stories of Jesus healing a blind man in the gospels, 

today’s story from John and two incidents in the gospel of Mark. A look at the 

two stories in Mark will clarify our understanding of today’s reading. Mark’s 

gospel is structured like a Roman Arch. The first eight chapters narrate the 

story of Jesus’ public ministry in Galilee; the final seven chapters relate the last 

week of his life in Jerusalem. The middle section of Mark, the connecting arch, 

begins with the healing of a blind man from Bethsaida and ends with the healing 

of another blind man, named Bartimaeus. This section, framed by these two 

healings, is the structural centre of Mark’s gospel, narrating the journey from 

Galilee to Jerusalem. It reveals who Jesus is, the destination of his journey in 

Jerusalem, and what it means to follow him. It announces the theme of the 
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story, seeing Jesus and “the way” of the Lord. Despite warnings to be quiet, 

blind Bartimaeus persists in his cry for help from Jesus; he is rewarded, for “he 

regained his sight,” and the last phrase concludes both the episode and this 

middle section of Mark’s gospel, for Bartimaeus “followed Jesus on the way.” 

Mark highlights both his metaphor and structure, indeed foreshadows his theme, 

in chapter 8:18, when Jesus accuses his disciples of blindness: “Do you have 

eyes, and fail to see?” It’s no surprise that this central section begins and ends 

with blind people regaining their sight; it’s all about “seeing,” seeing that 

following God means following Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem. 

 Now Mark and indeed John may be relating actual historical incidents; 

Jesus was known as a healer, so indeed he may have healed the blind. But Mark 

is obviously doing more than just relating history; to emphasize the factuality of 

these incidents risks missing their meaning. By placing the two healing incidents 

as he does, he is plainly highlighting their metaphoric meaning to emphasize his 

major themes. Namely, gaining one’s sight, seeing again, is seeing the way of 

Jesus. That way, that path, involves journeying with him from Galilee to 

Jerusalem, the place of death and resurrection, of endings and beginnings. To 

see that is to have one’s eyes opened. Jesus really did make a final journey to 

Jerusalem; that much history is known. But the way the story of that journey is 

told turns it into a metaphor about the path of discipleship, our path. For Mark, 

to be a disciple is to follow Jesus on the way that leads to Jerusalem, the place 
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of confrontation with the authorities. Jesus makes that clear three times in the 

central section of Mark, the most familiar being “if any want to become my 

followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” 

(8:34) To follow Jesus is to join him on this journey of personal transformation 

and political confrontation.  

 The third & final gospel story of the healing of a blind man is the lengthy 

one read today from John’s gospel, the occasion when Jesus says, “I am the 

light of the world” (9:5). It highlights the meaning of all three incidents: as the 

“light of the world,” Jesus brings people out of darkness into light; he gives 

sight to the blind. He brings enlightenment, as John announces in the beautiful 

prologue to his gospel: Jesus is “the true light, which enlightens everyone,” who 

“was coming into the world.” (1:9) Just like the disciples in Mark’s gospel and 

like the Pharisees in John’s, our natural condition is blindness, living “in the 

dark,” lost, unable to find our way. The solution is to regain our sight, to see 

again, to have our eyes opened, to come into the light, to be enlightened. In 

this transfigured state, we are able to journey with Jesus to transform this 

world into the kingdom of God, to confront injustice, especially when it is part 

of our social institutions.  

 Paul’s letter to the Ephesians expresses our discipleship this way: “For once 

you were darkness, but now in the Lord you are light. Live as children of light, 

for the fruit of the light is found in all that is good and right and true. 
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Try to find out what is pleasing to the Lord. Take no part in the unfruitful  

works of darkness, but instead expose them.” The way of Jesus is about both 

personal and political transformation, to see our individual and collective way 

out of the darkness of the valley.  As Walter Bruegemann comments, “We live, 

from time to time, as the Psalmist says, in "the valley of the shadow of death" 

(Psalm 23:4). That valley in many forms is marked by risk and threat. But in 

every such valley we are safe, because God has the capacity to eventually make 

new. By the end of the psalm, the speaker is safe in God's "goodness and 

mercy" (verse 6). That transformative power of God--to make safe, to fill cups 

to overflowing, to set tables of abundance for all (Psalm 23:4-5)--is evident in 

our readings today.  

 Lent is a time to ponder the "valley" and to relish the goodness of God 

that makes all things new. These readings today trace the central plot of the 

gospel from darkness through God's newness of life and sight, to a new ethic of 

what is "good and right and true" (Ephesians 5:9). We live in a society that 

mostly has lost its way in the darkness of what is not good, not right, and not 

true. Those who draw close to God's goodness, however, are not fated to such 

an existence, but can live differently in the world. We are summoned to make 

"the most of the time" (Ephesians 5:16) as “children of light,” summoned to be 

Easter people in a Good Friday world. 


