April 3, 2011		Who Is the Real Sinner?		John 9


It’s Lent, the annual season within the church that reminds us of sin.  And today we have a story that opens with a question about sin.  There is a blind man, and the disciples ask Jesus for a reason why, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents?”

Jesus very clearly dismisses that foundation for this question.  The question is premised on the notion that good people prosper and bad people suffer.  So if the man is blind, he must be bad, right?

We still see remnants of that foundation today.  We can easily remember very public people, people who would cast themselves as religious leaders, saying that the hurricane that struck Haiti was God’s punishment for their behavior; that the storms that hit New Orleans was God’s punishment for their behavior; and on and on.

Sometimes it is political leaders who recall that foundation.  The story is told within our denomination of a state senator in Alabama who publicly proclaimed that Katrina hitting hardest on neighboring states that had legalized gambling was God’s punishment.  The next Sunday, a United Methodist preacher quipped in the sermon that if that we so, God needed to improve his aim.  Katrina took out only eight casinos but nearly a hundred Methodist churches!

It is simplistic and bad theology to establish any connection between sin and person’s circumstances in life.  Jesus will have not part of it.  But that is just the first lesson of this story.

After answering the disciples that neither the man’s nor the parent’s sin was the cause of the blindness, he heals the man and he can see.  And this causes great consternation.  The neighbors, the Pharisees, and a general group John just calls “the Jews” all try to find some fault in the situation.  No one, even the man’s parents, celebrated the fact that he had been healed.
No one recognized the power and presence of God in the healing.  No one was thankful.  All were merely concerned with their position in society and maintaining that position—even the man’s parents.

And Jesus confronts this.  At the end of the lesson he is confronted by the Pharisees.  The Pharisees assert their goodness by proclaiming the fact that they did not suffer from blindness.  If they had good health and good standing in society, surely they were good people.  But Jesus turns the tables, and just like the water and food in last week’s story, blindness becomes symbolic.  The Pharisees could seek out and find sin in others, but not themselves.  They were blind to their own condition.

As the season of Lent winds down, our attention should shift from considering ways to deal with sin in our lives to preparation for the new life and grace that is found in Jesus’ resurrection on Easter.  So today, we take this story to heart.  There is sin our lives.  But it is human nature to view that sin as less harmful then the sins of others.  It is human nature to seek blame for others.  But Jesus clearly teaches that is wrong.

Today, and in the week to come, recognize again that issue you have identified for this Lent.  But also give thanks because you are forgiven, you are healed, and you have new life in Christ.  But do not give in to the temptation to see that as making you better than others.  You are no different—no better or worse—than others.  But you are forgiven and that is cause for celebration.

Remember two weeks back, we read from the third chapter in John.  John 3:16 is the most famous verse, but it should always be read in conjunction with verse 17:  “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in  him may not perish but have eternal life.  Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”

So come to this table and allow this sacrament to model how you observe a holy Lent.  As you approach the table, confess you sin from the quiet of your heart.  Receive the bread and the cup as symbols of God’s grace of forgiveness, healing, and life.  And then leave the table, prepared to cast the mantle of charity over the sins of others.  Amen.
