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There is something almost comical to me about the story we heard from the 9th 
chapter of John’s gospel. We start off with a theological question: who sinned that this man 
was born blind? The theology behind the question (as bad as it is) is pretty obvious. Good 
things happen to good people; bad things happen to bad people. Since being born blind is a 
bad thing, someone must have done something bad. Was it the man or was it his parents? 
(Like I said, bad theology.) 

“Nope. Wrong question,” Jesus says. “This isn’t about good or bad. This is about the 
power of God.” And Jesus takes away the blindness this man has had since birth. In a 
wonderful twist of irony, the next paragraph reveals more blindness. “The neighbors and 
those who had seen him before as a beggar began to ask, ‘Is this not the man who used to 
sit and beg?’ Some were saying, ‘It is he.’ Others were saying, ‘No, but it is someone like 
him.’ He kept saying, ‘I am the man.’” 

Many of the neighbors of the man who had been blind can’t recognize him. Why not? 
Had they never really looked at him? Had they never truly seen him? It leaves me 
wondering, who sinned that they should have such blindness? 

And yet, I admit to having similar blindness. I know that there are people who, like 
the blind beggar, are dependent on charity for economic survival—people I’ve spoken 
about and never to. People blamed someone—the man or his parents—for his disability, 
making him into a member of “the undeserving poor” (as opposed to “the deserving poor”), 
a false dichotomy we too easily create in our own minds.1 

The reaction of his neighbors to his healing is—well, if it’s not funny, it’s bizarre. The 
man explains how a guy called Jesus made mud, spread it on his eyes, told him to wash, and 
he received his sight. “I don’t know where he went after that, but this is what happened.” 

If I had a neighbor who suddenly had one of their senses restored to a more typical 
working order, I’d be throwing a party for them. That’s not what happens in the story. No, 
this man’s neighbors are so upset by the change in the social order that they bring the man 
to the authorities—which, in their culture, meant bringing him to some Pharisees. 

The Pharisees also have their blindness. All they can see is a violation of the rules. 
They look right past the fact that a man who had been blind could now see so they can 
concentrate on the violation of the rules. Jesus sinned, so he couldn’t possibly have 
performed this miracle. People can get so upset when you don’t conform to their ways of 
seeing you. You are a blind beggar; stop being a sighted person. You are a sinner who 
works on the Sabbath; stop performing miracles. 

 
1 Laurel A. Dykstra, “Panhandling,” Sojourners, https://sojo.net/preaching-the-word/panhandling (accessed 
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It doesn’t matter what the facts are. It doesn’t matter that you, who knows the 
power of Jesus, thinks he is a prophet. Your conclusion contradicts ours, therefore, you 
must be lying. Call in his parents and we’ll get this straightened out. 

Now imagine, for a moment, that you’re one of this man’s parents. Your child was 
born blind. You raised him as best you could. You knew he’d almost certainly end up being 
a beggar, and still you gave him as many life skills as you could. And suddenly, he can see. If 
you got hauled before a council of some sort and questioned about what happened, 
wouldn’t you back up your child? 

That’s not what happens here. Here, the parents acknowledge that he is their son. 
They acknowledge that he’s been blind all his life. And then they distanced themselves from 
him. “We’re not taking sides in your theological debate. He can speak for himself.” 

“The formerly blind man makes it very simple: I was born blind, and now I see! 
Having experienced this miracle of healing, he cannot fathom why the leaders of the people 
quibble over [the] inessential—why he was born blind, that he was healed on the Sabbath. 
God’s action breaking into history is no respecter of human laws, and the crucial point is 
simply this: I SEE!”2 

We can only guess at what the resistance is that keeps the people from accepting 
this man’s testimony to God’s love. Perhaps they would rather hold onto the security that 
their frames of thinking give them. And I think it’s easy to confuse security for love. It might 
even make sense to confuse security for love. After all, one of the things the first people to 
love us (our parents) provide is security. And, at least some of the time, security is a 
byproduct of love. But it isn’t always a byproduct of love and love doesn’t always provide 
security. In experiencing a love that transforms his life, the man who’d been previously 
blind becomes the center of a storm of controversy, is accused of lying, is denied by his own 
parents, is berated and interrogated by authorities, and is finally ostracized by his 
community. And through all that, his faith and his confidence grow. 

Jesus, who’s going to call himself the Good Shepherd in the next chapter of John’s 
gospel, shows us that the path of love may call us to troublemaking and norm-breaking. 
We’ve experienced that as a church. When we lobbied for the Housing Navigation Center, 
we were breaking social norms. 

The Pharisee’s skepticism of Jesus’ healing, and the way they dismiss the recipient of 
that healing, sound so reminiscent of the things people said against the Housing Navigation 
Center and the people who would live there. How often did we hear “people’s disbelief that 
those experiencing homelessness are capable of being trusted. Much like the angry crowds 
that emerge whenever a proposal seeks approval to locate a homeless shelter or services in 
a given place, the Pharisees objectify Jesus AND the one healed of their blindness before 
dismissing them both outright. First Jesus: ‘This man is not from God, for he does not 
observe the Sabbath.’ And then the blind person: ‘You were born entirely in sins, and are 
you trying to teach us?!’ 
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“[This happens because] We have a very powerful, internal, and culturally 
entrenched urge as human beings to categorize people so that we can more easily identify 
who can be trusted vs. who is dangerous. We create long conditioned and unconscious 
images of trustworthy people despite the fact that reality is a lot more complicated.”3 

A colleague tells of a church with a preschool that “got in a lot of hot water a few 
years ago for seeking to set up a 6-month managed campsite on their property to 
temporarily house people experiencing homelessness during the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The site had access to sanitation, was hygienic, fenced, and those living in it 
were invited and vetted. And yet, the response from the surrounding (predominantly 
progressive) neighborhood was astonishingly strident. There were tons of public 
comments and angry emails. The church and the pastor were sued. People cried out about 
the safety of the children and started demanding really absurd mitigation strategies to 
protect the kids [who weren’t in any increased danger by the encampment]. 

“[People said things like,] ‘How can we guarantee that drugs won’t be used near our 
children with this campsite in the parking lot?’ And yet no one had ever uttered these 
concerns about drug use that could be [and probably was] happening in the homes 
adjacent to the church already. Why do we limit the possibilities of good from people who 
do not fit a certain profile in our minds? And why do we disbelieve that people who look a 
certain way, or live in a certain kind of house, are less likely to be dangerous?”4 

It might be helpful for us to remember that, in this story, it wasn’t a priest, or a 
person of perceived religious authority who brought sight the man; it was a homeless 
rabbi, someone who lived more like a shepherd than like a priest. 

We miss some of what makes the image of God we find in Psalm 23 so jarring and 
surprising. To those who lived thousands of years ago, shepherds were far from being 
considered respectable or trustworthy in their communities. They were given a job no one 
else would have wanted. I don’t know if it was an unwanted job because, at certain times of 
year, you were separated from the villages and families while you were up in the hills 
looking after the sheep and goats, or if it was an unwanted job because of who you had to 
work with (meaning the sheep and goats), or if it was an unwanted job because of the 
reputation you ended up with, or if it was an unwanted job because of the responsibility a 
shepherd had. Whatever the reasons, in Psalm 23 it is the LORD who is our shepherd. 

I don’t know how many times I’ve read this Psalm—probably in the hundreds. I was 
surprised to notice something new this week, thanks to the Monday Morning Bible Study. 
Look at all the different locations there are in Psalm 23. The shepherd leads us to green 
pastures and still waters that restore the soul. The shepherd leads us on the right paths. 
The shepherd leads us through the darkest valleys, comforting us along the way. The 
shepherd leads us to a table of abundance where we are anointed and our cup overflows. 
And then the Psalm concludes, “I will dwell in the house of the LORD my whole life long.” 
Well, if I’m always in God’s house, then I’m in God’s house when I’m journeying to the green 
pastures and still waters, and I’m in God’s house when I’m journeying along the right paths, 
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and I’m in God’s house when I’m traveling through the darkest valleys, and I’m in God 
house when I’m at a banquet table with my enemies and God anoints our heads. 

In other words, there is nowhere I can go and not be in the domain of Shepherd. And 
that’s good news because, even when I’m in the darkest valley and even when the right 
path is one that’s going to get me into good trouble, I can look for the shepherd and find the 
abiding, unconditional love of God. Amen. 

 

 

Questions for reflection: 

• When have you falsely separated people into “deserving poor” and “undeserving 
poor”? What in you caused that? 

• Are you willing to follow the shepherd down “right paths” even if doing so will get 
you into good trouble? 

• Where in your life is it difficult to recognize that you’re in God’s house? What could 
help you see the Shepherd when you’re there? 

 


