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1 Samuel 16:1-13
Psalm 23
Ephesians 5:8-14
John 9:1-41

Two journeys: into darkness and light

In South Africa, prior to the ending of Apartheid some of those engaged in the struggle 
used to place a lighted candle in the window of their homes. At night the Police would 
come, enter the houses, blow out the candle and leave. On one occasion a child asked: 
“Why are the Police so afraid of the candle light?”

John’s Gospel is supremely about the coming of the light of life: God’s self-disclosure 
fully embodied in Jesus of Nazareth. Our tradition is that we know of God through the 
“effects” of God’s action amongst us. In John chapter 9 God’s power of healing, 
embodied in Jesus, sets a blind man on a new path of life. But another effect of this is to 
arouse in others conflict and deep darkness. The light of this life shines to bring 
illumination, and where that illumination is rejected, it has a divisive and judging effect.

There are two journeys in this reading, first the journey into light. The man born blind 
had never seen the light. He did not seek healing for his condition. Sight came to him as 
a gift, initiated by Jesus who sent him to wash in the pool of Siloam. It is a pun on 
Baptism which, in the Early Church, was referred to as “illumination”.

When at the beginning the disciples ask about the link between blindness and sin, we 
are being shown they are still persuaded by an old theological idea that such a disability 
indicated some form of God-forsakenness in the man or his family. And although Jesus’ 
response sounds as though the blindness was created for his miracle, it is a figure of 
speech in which two statements lie alongside one another, but don’t necessarily have a 
causal link. Chapter 9 is about God at work in the darkness which shrouds the human 
condition. God is revealed in what Jesus does, the “effects” of which are aimed at 
healing, enlightenment, and new birth for someone whose outlook in those days was 
hopeless. This is Jesus’ light-giving, life-giving mission, and the statements of the man 
bear witnesses to this, as his awareness of the deeper meaning of the event grows. He is 
put through a series of interrogations, each of which result in him saying something 
more about who healed him: It was Jesus he is a prophet if he were not from God he 
could do nothing! But full comprehension does not come until Jesus declares himself to 
him as the One sent from God. “I believe,” says the blind man. He encountered the light 
of life, saw heaven opened, recognised the Son of Man, and experienced the new birth 
sought by Nicodemus. But this involved him in suffering hardship. He was not simply 
able to enjoy his new life. The journey into light meant being taken step by step out of 
his old environment to engage with a new world of identity and relationship. Then, in 
the conflict that followed his healing, he became a proxy for Jesus who was being put 
on trial. Like Jesus who came to his own and was not received by them, he was rejected 
by home and synagogue. That was the price he paid for seeing and knowing the Light of 
the world.

The other journey is made by the religious leaders. At first they accept the miracle but 
are divided about its origins. They have their sight, and they have been born into the 
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same tradition of faith as the disciples. They too may have thought the man’s blindness 
was due to sin, but they might also have been expected to agree with him when he said: 
if he were not from God he could do nothing! However, they presume deceit, swear 
blind allegiance to Moses, and allow law to cancel out life. Healing may be godly, but 
that it was performed on the Sabbath meant it must be a work of evil. Whereas the blind 
man’s journey has been from darkness to light, the religious leaders, with all their 
advantages, journey in the opposite direction. They slander God by regarding the one 
whom he sent as a sinner. The fixtures in their framework of religious thinking do not 
allow them to embrace a new revelation. Their system of worship is so closed that in the 
name of God, God is shut out. Their version of correct religion traps them. They think 
they have the light, but at the end they are in total darkness, made all the worse by their 
belief that they see.

What is at stake here is the question of whether we are willing to be open to see that 
God works in entirely different ways to the ones we expect. And to see, with some 
embarrassment, that religious baggage might even get in the way. Compare the blind 
man’s receptivity with the religious leaders, whose following of Moses did not 
guarantee their openness to the work of God. As the story from Samuel shows, God 
works in an upside down, back to front sort of a way, and in the business of faith we 
have to be ready to see that an act of re-creation may be conducted in a place we least 
expect. The religious leaders are called to “know”, but their knowing is meant to be of 
the sort which is always open to another creative, life-giving possibility. Where the 
Spirit is there is freedom and life. If we see life, then be ready to see that this may be a 
sign of the Spirit. It was the religious leaders’ refusal of life which left them condemned 
and in the dark, denying the work of God.

On our Lenten journey we continue to re-examine where it is that we place our hope 
and trust. Today we are reminded that where the light shines some will find themselves 
disrupted and set on a new path of life, that may not always be comfortable. But we also 
see, as if we needed reminding, that where the light shines the darkness will be evoked 
in all its vehement power. If that were all we are left with, we would be of all people the 
most miserable. But the Easter Mystery to which we move shows us that the light of 
God continues to shine, but from some very unusual places. From the cross on Calvary, 
the dark valley of the Psalm, and the place of our deepest darkness, and from an empty 
tomb in the Garden. And this, so that we might have life in Jesus’ name.
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