4th Sunday of Lent
Sermon 4.3.11

Scripture:
John 9:1-41

Church for Losers

A colleague of mine is in trouble with her congregation because she’s attracting losers to the church.  The long-timers are beginning to complain.  The new people don’t have money.  They don’t have stature.  In some cases, they don’t even have good health and hygiene.  She told me about her troubles, and I thought, “That sounds like my kind of church!”  

I mean no offense.  But I know you can do this math.  I can see your thinking this through.  “Liz likes churches full of losers.  Liz likes this church.  Hey!”

Stay with me, though.  Just give me a minute.  Let me take you to the most interesting moment in this story, another long one care of the gospel of John—the moment when the once-blind man uses this most presumptuous word, this most provocative word, “We.”  
It certainly provoked the religious authorities, to whom he said it.  Throughout John’s gospel these people are called “the Jews.”  But we need to hear this referent right.  The writer of this gospel was a Jew (which is to say, not a Greek or a Roman or a Samaritan).  The community to whom he wrote was Jewish, that is, brought up in the tradition of the Law given at Sinai.  And, of course, Jesus himself was a Jew.  Given the thoroughly Jewish context out of which this book comes, we should hear its writer’s reliance on the term “the Jews” in the same vein as when we hear any member of a community speak out in contrast to its collective values and shared culture.  When a woman criticizes the subculture of femininity or feminism, it’s a very different thing than when a man does.  When a black person calls into question an aspect of African-American culture, it’s far more acceptable than if a white person were to say the same thing.  We recently read in our Monday morning book group something James Alison wrote—James Alison who is a Catholic theologian and a gay man who wrote with such love and heartbreak at how gay culture often betrays its own members: we had a room full of people fighting back tears at his sweet critique.  When a relative asked me why pastors are always so badly dressed, it wasn’t nearly as amusing as when we the ordained joke about our own fashion-backward ways.  Just so with the gospel of John—the Jews here aren’t meant to represent all Jews of all time.  They represent the other half of a divided people in a book that has arisen out of this sharp and sharpening conflict among Jews—between those who accepted Jesus as the Chris and those who didn’t.

For, this is the central concern of John.  This is what distinguishes it from the other three gospels, the so-called synoptic gospels.  Matthew, Mark and Luke all remember Jesus to have spoken in parables, to have healed lepers and the otherwise lame, to have preached a long sermon (whether on a mount or on a plain) and taught the prayer we’ve come to call the Lord’s Prayer.  They remember Jesus to have offered moral teachings and legal interpretation and epigrammatic sayings—none of which seem to concern John.  John’s purpose in presenting the debates and discourses of Jesus seems singular: to get people to believe that Jesus is the Son of God.  
This is the purpose of the story of the man born blind whom Jesus made to see.  It’s different from the healings of the synoptic gospels in that the one who would be healed didn’t ask for it and played no part in it.  He didn’t have such faith as to make him well.  No, the initiative belonged entirely to Jesus who, as he walked along, saw a man whom was known to have been blind from birth and whom was therefore regarded as little more than an object.  Here he was, we might suppose, sitting in some doorway, covered in dust and begging of passers-by as usual.  Here he was, free to be made use of as the object in an object-lesson that Jesus offered and John propagated.
If this doesn’t sit well with us then here at least is a bit of comfort—that Jesus’ according to John making use of this man had an ironic effect.  In using him as an object, Jesus transformed him into a subject; in objectifying him, Jesus made this man now a full-human being.
But, in so doing, Jesus didn’t necessarily make his life better.  Things weren’t necessarily easier for the man born blind now that he could see.  On the contrary, with the religious authorities confronting him, rebuking him, eventually driving him out, with his own family all but disowning him (“He’s of age.  He’ll speak for himself.”), the now seeing man had tough road ahead, maybe even as tough as the road he’d already traveled.  It all makes me wonder, when at the end of the story he proclaimed to Jesus,  “Lord, I believe,” and then worshipped him, whether in this too he had little choice.  
And it’s likely that this was the crux of the matter for John’s church and so the reason this was so important a story to tell at such length.  The great preacher Fred Craddock notes that most of the action here takes place in Jesus’ absence—two verses for a healing that Jesus performed giving way to a thirty-verse controversy in which  Jesus was nowhere to be found.  Mr. Craddock writes, “Our text records what life is like for those whom Jesus has blessed but who are living in a world between the first and second appearances of Jesus.”  He continues, “John’s church was suffering a great deal and most likely identified closely with the healed man who received abuse from family, neighbors, and religious leaders” and whose chief consolation was that Jesus did come back to lay claim to him—ruined and saved all at once, though with nearly no choice in the matter.  
All of this, of course, comes of the disciples asking what seems a rather stupid question, though it is one still often asked.  “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?”  What wrong did Japan commit to deserve so terrible a last few weeks?  What was Haiti’s sin that made their earthquake just desserts?  This is a familiar question, right?  Well, happy for us that Jesus couldn’t have been clearer with his answer: “Neither this man’s parents nor he himself sinned.”  That’s not at all how God works.  God doesn’t punish sin.  God works it out.  Literally, God works it out—a potter working with air-pocked clay, a baker working with dough that it might rise.  And it was this work, this on-going, yet unfolding divine work, that Jesus meant to reveal.  “Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” Jesus is said to have said.  “He was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.  We must work the works of him who sent me.”  

This is the point, too, made in that Jesus performed this uninvited act of healing on the Sabbath.  He did so not because he was a rebel, a libertine.  He did so not because he meant to disobey the law so to provoke the religious authorities, fun and easy though this is to do (even today). No, Jesus meant to reveal that the Sabbath isn’t about being finished with the work that needed doing and is now complete, but is about rest so to continue refreshed in the work that yet needs to be done.  Consider, as Jesus seems to have, that the first Sabbath—the one that God took on the 7th day of the storied past, way back in the beginning—wasn’t because God’s work was done, was rather because God was just getting started, had yet much to work out and so was needful of a good rest.  It’s in this spirit that Jesus worked on the Sabbath—not merely as a provocateur but by way of revealing that the creation isn’t yet done, and that Jesus as the Messiah is an essential agent in this continuing work, an essential actor in the drama of creation and completion.
So important is this point that Jesus according to John made it in this third way, in his spitting on the ground and making mud.  Adamah it is called—smeared on the blind man’s eyes by which he would come to see, by which he would come to be complete.  Adamah it was called in the beginning when God formed humanity from the dust of the ground.  Adam would be this mixture of mud and Spirit, full of promise but not yet complete, full of purpose but not yet with all the pocks worked out. 
This is true for all of us, of course.  This is true for the whole creation.  Some, though, are made to carry a greater share of this burden.  The man born blind was such a one—his incompleteness was so blatant, so scary and ugly, so grotesque.  And like any scapegoat, he was made to stand alone.  Like any outcast, he has no one to claim him as their own, he was instead disowned by nearly everyone.  It was a point of progress when he could claim himself, when finally with a voice and a sense of his own subjectivity, he spoke, “I am the man: I went and I washed and I received my sight.”  But it was audacious beyond comprehension when he spoke to the authorities in terms of “we.”
They, of course, played no part in bringing this to be.  They tried their best to draw a sharp distinction between them and him.  “You are his disciple, but we are disciples of Moses.   We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this Jesus we do not know where he comes from.”  But the man born blind crashed right through this boundary dividing: “Here is an astonishing thing!  You do not know where he comes from, and yet he opened my eyes.  We know that God does not listen to sinners, but he does listen to one who worships him and obeys his will.”  And can’t you just see the religious authorities at this: Who is he calling “we”?
And you know, it’s a good question.  Who was he calling “we”?  Did he mean to group himself with these authorities?  Well, they wouldn’t have that—hence their question that redrew the line of distinction between him and them: “You were born entirely in sin, and are you trying to teach us?”  Or did he mean to group himself with Jesus—a church of two losers, as it were?  If so, let them have each other—so they drove him out.

And it’s this that caused Jesus to come back.  It’s this—that he heard the religious authorities had driven him out—that caused Jesus to come back.  I love that.  It’s as if he meant to gather around him those whom no one else would have.  It’s as if he meant to gather around him all the sorts of people who had nowhere else to go, all the sorts of people who had no others to call “we.”  Imagine a gathering of people who’d been driven out of their religious home because they’d been deemed wrong in some way—because they didn’t believe rightly, because they didn’t conform without question, because they’re gay, because they’re weird, because they’re fashion-backward.  We’ve been known to come up with all sorts of ridiculous reasons to cast other people out.  We humans have established all sorts of random reasons to justify “their” not being one of “us.”  
Membership is something we of the Monterey church are going to be talking about in coming weeks, maybe months.  As it happens, a few people have asked about joining as members of this congregation—asked not only whether they can but more fundamentally about what it means to do so.  Of course, the Protestant churches of America have a long history of requiring that people join—and not just if you wanted to participate in the life of the church, in making decisions on its behalf and directing its course into the future, but also if you wanted to participate in public, civic life.  You were only a legitimate citizen if you belonged to the village church.  Hence, congregations watched over the membership rolls as closely as they did the scriptures.  

Not so now, of course.  Now, membership is about something else.  But what?  Well, this is what we of the Monterey Church are going to be talking, and I leave it to each of you to decide whether you’re a part of that “we.”  For this, it seems to me, is what membership in a congregation is about, saying “we”—when it first slips out, when it goes unquestioned, when it’s recognized as true.  You join a church when you’ve already become a member.  That’s what I’ve come up with.  But I look forward to hearing from you.  
Thanks be to God.
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