Sermon Lent 4 Year A April 3 2011


As the disciples and Jesus walked along they discovered a blind man who was blind from birth. The disciples looked at Jesus and asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?" In Jewish culture there was a direct connection between some one being physically challenged, crippled, deaf, blind, or dumb, and the idea of sin. Their aliment was caused by either their own sin or the sin of their parents. In Exodus 20:5 we hear. “For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me.” The blindness of this man was thought by the disciples caused by God because of a sin that was committed against God. God had judged this sin and the punishment was to make this man blind.
Now we hear this story in 2011 and we giggle a little bit. We know that when I sin it doesn’t mean my child will become blind. We laugh at this ancient way of thinking. We know that a person’s blindness is not caused by God as a result of sin. We’re better than that, right?


I’d like to think so, but sadly that form of thinking and theology is still pervasive in our world.  We ask this all the time. When someone hears the news that they have cancer or another chronic and terminal disease one question always comes to the front of our tongue, “What did I do to deserve this?” When Hurricane Katrina hit Alabama state senator Hank Erwin gave this explanation for the storm: "Warnings year after year by godly evangelists and preachers went unheeded. So why were we surprised when finally the hand of judgment fell? Sadly, innocents suffered along with the guilty. Sin always brings suffering to good people as well as the bad." We heard other religious preachers quote that New Orleans finally got what they deserved. God judged that town because they are known to be a place of sin.

Wait a second…I thought we had grown out of this way of thinking? I thought we were a little better than the disciples? The truth is we may understand disease, weather, and the world better because of science but when disasters strike, when disease hits home, we always ask the same question that the disciples did, “God, who sinned, that this person, this town, this nation was afflicted with this disaster or disease. Why God did you do this to them?”  We just heard this charge being leveled by Tokyo Governor Shintaro Ishihara who said the tsunami in his country was divine punishment for the country’s egoism.

Does God allow these events to happen? Does God sit up on his cloud in heaven and toss lighting bolts down to torment and plague his beloved creation? Does God allow children to starve or people to suffer? We want answers to suffering because if we know why then our souls feel better. We see people who are poor and we feel better if we say, well they simply cannot handle their finances. We see those in other countries who are hungry and we feel better when we say that is because of their corrupt government. We see those who are sick and dying of AIDS and fee better when we can say you reap what you sow. We see suffering all around us and if we can come up with an answer of why then we feel so much better and we sleep better at night.

Thank God, this is not how Jesus responds. Jesus sees suffering and he doesn’t ask why but he asks how. “How can I heal this suffering?” What does Jesus do here? He sees the need of the blind man and he heals him. Jesus works up some mud with spit and dust and tells him to wash away his life long blindness. His eyes are open and he can see. Like the Samaritan women at the well last week, Christ cared more about the person than he did the theology or social ramifications and doesn’t mind getting his hands dirty.  And, he had the nerve to heal on the Sabbath.
When we come across someone who is sick our natural response is to ask what happened or what is wrong.  This is a very human thing to do.  I can’t tell you the number of times people have asked me about various folks on the prayer list asking questions like why has this person been on the prayer list so long?  What’s wrong with them?  We have natural desire to know, to have a reason to continue praying for them.  

Jesus’ invitation is quite different.  We may have a desire to know what’s going on largely because it makes us feel better.  Our call however, is not to know, but rather simply in love to hold these persons in prayer who have requested that we do so.  

When we hold others in prayer or ask for healing Jesus reminds us in John 15:7 if you abide in me and my words abide in you ask whatever you wish, and it shall be done for you.  We’re told by our Lord that we have every reason to believe that our prayers will be answered.  However, the answer may not come in ways that we think it will come.

When I was 18 years old and in college seminary in Grand Rapids, MI the wife of our school principle from my home town was in the hospital dying of cancer.  I visited her often because the hospital was in walking distance from the seminary.  As she grew weaker and weaker and it was clear the end was near I visited her one day.  I simply sat there and she talked pretty much non-strop for over an hour.  I said nothing.  At the end of our visit we said the Lord’s Prayer together and I left.  The next day she had a rally and was taken home.  It was Friday when she went home.  On Saturday morning she was at the local greenhouse buying trellises for her rose bushes.  She went home and she and her husband put them up.  The next day she grew weak again and was taken back to the hospital where she died on Monday. 

I got excused from seminary to go to her funeral back in my hometown about a two hours drive away.  After the funeral I had to get back to the seminary.  As I was leaving her husband Tony came up to me and said, “It’s too bad you have to leave, Georgene’s mother wanted to meet the young man that helped her daughter accept death.

When I was with Georgene in the hospital the previous week and just sat there and listened to her, I silently prayed for healing.  Healing did come…in the form of her willingness to let go and accept death.  It certainly was not the answer to my prayer that I expected, but it was even more beautiful and grace filled than I could have asked or imagined.

When we pray for one another, for healing, for well-being, for resolution of a problem, Jesus promises God will answer.  But that answer may come in ways we least expect it.  And, more often than not we do not comprehend the answer to those prayers immediately; they come later in a totally different form. 

What is important in our prayer for one another is not necessarily knowing what is wrong with the person, but to stand, or kneel as people of faith in the hope that God will answer our prayers in God’s time as God sees fit.  Amen.
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