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Credo for 10th March 2002,

Fourth Sunday of Lent (A)  Light and Judgement.

To the Editor, Kevin Flaherty, Catholic Times


It is a tragic blow to lose your sight: it is far, far worse to lose your vision. Where there is no vision, the people perish.


If you went to the doctor to seek treatment for glaucoma, you would be mightily surprised if he took some soil from the hyacinth pot off the windowsill, spat into it, mixed it and smeared it into your eyes, and then told you to go and wash it off in the local duck pond.


Nevertheless, this would be similar to Jesus’ treatment of the man born blind in St John’s Gospel (ch.9), which we hear proclaimed this weekend. 

The event probably takes place in autumn, some time before the Feast of Lights (Hannukkah). In the Temple in Jerusalem Jesus has already testified to the crowds: “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) Now he gives proof positive of this claim by granting sight to a man born blind.

It is the Sabbath day when the apostles come across the blind man, and begin a discussion: “Master, who sinned, this man or his parents, for him to have been born blind?”

Their mindset reveals what one might call “health and prosperity theology” -the belief that health and wealth flow automatically from the obedient service of God, and that sickness and poverty must therefore be the result of one’s own sin. 

This is less than half the picture. This world is neither so just nor so simple. Jesus rejects the apostles’ rationale. All history serves God’s purposes: “He was born blind so that the works of God might be displayed in him.” Symbolically we are all blind from birth, because we are born in original sin.

“As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” If any mere mortal made such an outrageous claim, we would correctly regard him as a megalomaniac. These are the phrases Stalin and Mao and Kim Il Sung liked to utter about themselves. Only God can proclaim such words without monstrous hubris. 

Jesus’ so-called “ego eimi statements” e.g. “I am (ego eimi) – the Good Shepherd, the Way, the Truth and the Life, the true vine, the Resurrection and the Life,” always hint at the name of Yahweh himself: “I Am Who Am.” Nowhere is this more forceful than in John 8:58: “Before Abraham ever was, I AM.”

"With that, Jesus 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 the use of any material instrument, but He chose to use clay, because in the beginning He had fashioned man out of the dust of the earth. The pool is a symbol of baptism, the bath of illumination. Its name Siloam means “sent”, a reference to the fact that Jesus is the one sent by the Father.

The man’s neighbours are astonished to find that he can now see. They escort him to the religious authorities, the Pharisees. It is their prerogative to adjudge healings and miracles. Jesus’ action causes schism among them.

Their petty-mindedness soon comes to the fore. “This man is not of God,” they say, “because he keepeth not the Sabbath day.” 

The man’s life was not in danger, so the healing should have been postponed for a day. Jesus had kneaded clay with spittle, but kneading was one of 39 works forbidden on the Sabbath. Other opinions forbade anointing the eyes or putting fasting spittle on them on the Sabbath.

Here is a lamentable failure to appreciate the wonderful work of God. The Pharisees are similar to those atheists and dogmatic agnostics who refuse to examine documented and proven miracles. They ignore them or sneer at them, simply because they do not want to be faced with a supernatural agency.

The now-sighted man is beginning to realise that Jesus has such supernatural powers. “He is a prophet,” he defiantly tells the Pharisees.

At first, after his healing, he had no idea where Jesus was. He was still spiritually blind. Now he recognizes Jesus as a prophet, but remains unperceiving of His divinity, like one billion Muslims today.

The authorities interrogate the man’s parents, who testify that he was blind from birth, but otherwise wish not to commit themselves: “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.

This is reminiscent of those today who favour a one-world religion with many equal mediators, prophets and avatars – Moses, Buddha, Krishna, Jesus and Mohammed. They wish to short-circuit Jesus as God the Son out of the picture, because His exclusive claim: “No man comes to the Father except through Me,” and the claims of His Church, are an embarrassment, a stumbling block, a scandal to them. Jesus’ actions bring division.

The healed man now shows his mettle and his gratitude. He will not be subdued by their abuse of 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, by the 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!”

“It is in the nature of truth, to be strengthened by the very snares that are laid against it. A lie is its own antagonist, and by its attempts to injure truth, sets it off to greater advantage.” (Chrysostom)

This layman has outwitted the Pharisees. Angrily they eject him from the synagogue. The punishment of expulsion was later inflicted on many Christian Jews, including some of John's own readers. More formal excommunications began about AD85, when a curse against the "minim" and Nazarene heretics was introduced into the "Eighteen Benedictions".

Jesus seeks 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 now 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 under 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." 

Some of the Pharisees … said to him, "Surely we are not also blind, are we?"  Jesus said to them, "If you were blind, you would have no sin; but since you say, 'We see,' your sin remains. 
Paradoxically, the coming of the Light effects a judgement. The man born blind has regained his sight: the Pharisees have forfeited their vision of God’s goodness and moved into blindness. Those like them, who falsely believe that they already possess the light without Jesus and His Church, end up rejecting the revelation of God.

In modern times it is the many children of the secular Enlightenment, with its rationalism and repudiation of the spiritual, who are blind to the true Light of the World. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum are the errors of New Age devotees, who desire spiritual light without the formal religion and teaching established by Christ, and so fall prey to the dark powers.

In our contemporary society many have sight, but few have vision.

The healing of the man born blind is the fifth of the seven signs or miracles in St John’s “Book of Signs.” The first two signs Jesus gave were at Cana: at the marriage feast (2:1-12), and the cure of the nobleman’s son (4:43-54). Then followed the cure of the paralytic at the Sheep Pool of Bethzatha (ch.5), and the multiplication of the loaves (ch.6). 

Next Sunday we will see the sixth sign: the raising of Lazarus. On Easter Day we contemplate the seventh and greatest sign of all, the Resurrection itself.

Each miracle is a sign pointing towards the Resurrection. John recounts them “so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life through His name.” (Jn 20:31) This is the vision of Light which leads us onwards.

