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Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times
“In the beginning there was nothing. God said, 'Let there be light!' And there was light. There was still nothing, but you could see it a whole lot better.” (Ellen DeGeneres, US comedienne) 

This weekend’s Gospel, from John 9, recounts Jesus healing the man born blind. The events take place one Sabbath day, probably in autumn, some time before the Feast of Lights (Hannukkah). 

By it, Jesus proves the truth of His astonishing claim: “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not be walking in the dark; he will have the light of life.” (8:12)
Light and darkness, phos and skotia, are two constant themes in St John’s Gospel. Light itself is a wonderful metaphor for God. “Light gives of itself freely, filling all available space.  It does not seek anything in return; it asks not whether you are friend or foe.  It gives of itself and is not thereby diminished.” (Michael Strassfeld)

In the physical sense, light is simply a form of electromagnetic radiation within the visible range of the spectrum. Yet for human life, light is essential. Sight is the sense which we use most. We are creatures made for the light. We are drawn towards the light. Light manifests clarity and beauty and harmony.

Symbolically, light represents all that is good. Do we not describe the ultimate experience of God in terms of light and seeing – the Beatific Vision?
“We should render thanks to God for having produced this temporal light, which is the smile of heaven and joy of the world, spreading it like a cloth of gold over the face of the air and earth, and lighting it as a torch by which we might behold His works.”  (Nicolas Caussin SJ d.1651)

In even more poetic terms, John Milton praises light as something very close to God Himself:
“Hail, holy light! offspring of heaven firstborn!
 
Or of th' eternal co-eternal beam,
   
May I express thee unblam'd? since God is light
      
And never but in unapproached light
        
Dwelt from eternity, dwelt then in thee,
         
Bright effluence of bright essence increate!” (John Milton, Paradise Lost (bk. III, 1.1)
In the Nicene Creed we confess Jesus as “light from light, true God from true God.” However, human reactions to Him are sharply contrasted:
 “And this is the judgement, that the light has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than the light, because their deeds were evil.” (Jn 3:19) The events of today’s gospel demonstrate this by a concrete narrative.

As St Augustine commented: “The very limit of human blindness is to glory in being blind,” while St Thomas More warned us: “The devil is ready to put out men’s eyes that are content willingly to wax blind.” 
“As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” Without Jesus, Creation is in darkness. It cannot understand itself. It knows not where it is going. The life of Jesus has given us the ultimate reason for existence, for living. Apart from Him, irrationality, confusion and darkness reign. Symbolically we are all blind from birth, because we are born in original sin.
Jesus heals the man born blind in two stages: “With that, He spat on the ground, made mud with his saliva, and smeared the man’s eyes with the mud. Then He told him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam.” The man went off and washed and came back able to see.”  
Jesus could have granted the man sight without employing any material medium, but He chose to use clay. He is identifying Himself as the Creator who in the beginning fashioned man from the dust of the earth. Something similar will happen in the sacraments: Christ will endow material media with powers of healing and spiritual regeneration.  
The pool of Siloam is a symbol of baptism, the bath of illumination. Siloam means “sent”, a reference to the fact that Jesus is the one sent by the Father.

When the man returns, now sighted, his friends and neighbours who knew him only as the blind beggar are amazed. They lead him to the religious authorities, the Pharisees. It is their prerogative to adjudge healings and miracles. 
However their religious fanaticism over the minutiae of the law comes to the fore. Rather than be delighted at a true revelation of God’s miraculous power, they are judgmental and condemnatory: “This man [Jesus] is not of God,” they proclaim, “because he keepeth not the Sabbath day.” 

By their thinking, the blind man’s life had not been in danger, so the healing should have been postponed. Worse still, Jesus had kneaded clay with spittle, and kneading was one of 39 works forbidden on the Sabbath. 
At first, after his healing, the man born blind had no idea where Jesus was. He was still spiritually blind. Now he begins to realise the implications of Jesus’ supernatural powers. His spiritual sight is developing. “He is a prophet,” he defiantly tells the Pharisees. 
The authorities interrogate the man’s parents, who testify that he was blind from birth, but otherwise do not wish to get involved: “He is of age – let him answer for himself.” 

The Pharisees again summon the sighted man, and order him: “Give God the praise: we know that this man [Jesus] is a sinner.” In other words, they want him to confess that the healing came directly from God and had nothing to do with Jesus. They want to leave Jesus out of the equation, as many attempt to do today. 
“In faith there is enough light for those who want to believe and enough shadows to blind those who don't.” (Blaise Pascal)
Jesus’ exclusive claim to be the incarnate God is for some an embarrassment. “No man comes to the Father except through Me” is too “exclusivist” for thoroughly modern ears. So He brings not peace but division. 
The healed man now displays his mettle and his gratitude. He will not be subdued by the Pharisees’ abuse of their own authority. 
“Here is a strange thing. You don’t even know where he [Jesus] comes from; yet he opened my eyes. We know that God pays no attention to sinners, but He does listen to someone who is devout and prays to Him. It is absolutely unheard of that anyone ever opened the eyes of a man born blind. If this man were not from God, he could have done nothing!”

A mere layman, a blind beggar indeed, defeats the Pharisees in argument. Angrily they eject him from the synagogue. Jesus searches out the man and asks him: “Do you believe in the Son of Man?” We have watched this man’s faith growing. At first he did not know Jesus. Once healed, he regarded him as a prophet, and later as “from God.” 

Finally, he confesses Him as “Son of Man”, the eschatological figure who will return in judgement. “I do believe, Lord,” he said, “and bowed down to worship Him.” His spiritual enlightenment is complete. He has moved from blindness, through a catechumenate - despite hostile Inquisition - to fullness of faith and vision.

“Then Jesus said, "I came into this world for judgment, so that those who do not see might see, and those who do see might become blind." 

Paradoxically, the coming of the Light has effected a judgement. The man born blind has regained his sight: the Pharisees have forfeited their vision of God’s goodness and gone blind. 

A willingness to accept the Light, or in contrast, the tendency to hide oneself in the darkness and reject truth, both flow from the interior disposition of the heart: 

“He that has light within his own clear breast
  
May sit i' the centre, and enjoy bright day:
    
But he that hides a dark soul and foul thoughts
      
Benighted walks under the mid-day sun;
        
Himself his own dungeon.”   [John Milton, Comus (l. 381)]
 “An age is called Dark not because the Light fails to shine, but because people refuse to see it.”  (James A. Michener)   New Age merchants today are ready to peddle myriad varieties of “spiritual enlightenment.”  However, there is only the One Who is the true Light of the World, Who demonstrated this by His astonishing miracles, and finally, by His Resurrection from the dead.
