
Perhaps sometimes it pays for clergy to have a holiday during Lent! Because

the best sermon I have ever heard on today’s Gospel reading was some 30

years ago when I was on a rare Lenten holiday in the United States. The priest

who gave the homily told us how he had been cured of his blindness, and his

words remain etched clearly in my memory.

As a college student he had been arrogant and verbally aggressive. He had a

clever tongue, but it was mostly used to put other people down. His words

were so cutting that they nicknamed him ‘Laser Lips.’ He had it in for one

particular fellow student whom he verbally bullied, and always in front of other

people so that his words made most impact and to try to make his victim feel

even more humiliated.

Until one evening, Laser Lips was having a work-out in the college gym. There

was no one else around when suddenly, he had an accident. He had been

using some sort of leg exercise machine with heavy weights. One of his feet

slipped and the weights came down on his leg and trapped him, cutting into his

leg and causing much bleeding. He could not move. All he could do was cry

out for help. For a while nobody came, nobody heard him. After what seemed

to him like an eternity, a man came into the gym and rushed to his aid,

removed the weights from his leg, rendered him first aid and called for an

ambulance. When it arrived, he accompanied him to hospital and took care of

his needs.

This good Samaritan was none other than the fellow student that Laser Lips

had loved to humiliate. The realization that his victim had the good grace to

rescue him and tend to him hurt him even more than his injuries. As he put it,

‘I had been blind. Now I could see clearly, and what I saw, I did not like. I did

not like myself.’

He resolved to change his ways. Through this experience of repentance, of

transformation, he came to Christian faith. As a sort of penance following his

college course, he undertook some voluntary aid work in Haiti. Later he

trained for the Roman Catholic priesthood. It was in his parish church that we

heard his story. I remember he used about himself a line from John Newton’s

great hymn: ‘I once was lost but now am found, was blind, but now I see.’
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Blindness is not an illness that affects only the eyes. There are many forms of

blindness besides the physical inability to see. In some cases, these are much

more disabling.

Selfishness blinds us to the needs of others; ignorance and insensitivity blinds

us to the hurt we may be causing to others; pride blinds us to our own faults,

and prejudice blinds us to the truth, materialism blinds us to spiritual values,

and superficiality blinds us to a person’s true worth and causes us to judge by

appearances, the subject of our first reading today.

It is not with the eyes alone that we see. We also see with the mind, the heart,

and the imagination. A narrow mind, a small heart, and impoverished

imagination – all these lead to loss of vision, darken our lives, and shrink our

world.

It has been said that the greatest tragedy is not to be born blind, but to have

eyes and yet fail to see. But there is an even worse situation: to have eyes and

refuse to see. That was the sad disability suffered by the Pharisees in today’s

Gospel.

While the blind man opened more and more to the light of faith, the Pharisees

became more and more spiritually blind. Theirs was a wilful blindness – the

refusal to see.

The Gospel passage today is essentially a faith story. The climax of the story is

where the man makes a profession of faith: ‘Lord, I believe.’ The journey from

blindness to sight symbolises the journey from unbelief to faith. It is a journey

from darkness to light. Physical sight is a wonderful gift which we should never

take for granted. But faith is a deeper and more wonderful kind of seeing.

There are several stories in the Gospels of Jesus healing the blind. Whatever

the physical condition of those people, the stories were no doubt recorded

because they had a powerful spiritual message for everyone. Those who were

healed could now see the way of Jesus, the way of the kingdom of God. A good

example is of blind Bartimaeus of Jericho (Mark 10). We read that when his

sight was restored, he followed Jesus along the road. That road led to

Jerusalem, to the cross and resurrection. That is the road that every sincere

Christian is on, a road to death and resurrection, dying to an old way of living,
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and rising to rise to a new way of living, and all of it right here in this life on

earth before its fulfilment beyond it.

Our reading from the letter to the Ephesians began, ‘Once you were darkness,

but now you are light in the Lord.’ Without faith we are in deep night and do

not know where we are going.

Once we have been enlightened by Christ, we can never again see ourselves

and our lives in the same light as before. Everything has become expanded;

the whole meaning of our lives, our humanity, and our outlook, is lit up by an

inner radiance that makes our journey through this life different, clearer, and

more worthwhile. Faith helps us to find our way through the chaos, confusion,

and darkness that this world so often confronts us with. The real voyage of

discovery consists not in seeking and seeing new countries and landscapes, but

in seeing through new eyes.
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