
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Fourth Sunday in Lent

Year A

RCL

(Just one reading this Sunday because it is so long)

Psalm 23 
John 9:1-41

Gracious Father, whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came

down from heaven to be the true bread which gives life 

to the world: Evermore give us this bread, that he may 

live in us, and we in him; who lives and reigns with you

and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.
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1 Samuel 16:1-13

The Lord said to Samuel, “How long will you grieve 

over Saul? I have rejected him from being king over Is-

rael. Fill your horn with oil and set out; I will send you 

to Jesse the Bethlehemite, for I have provided for my-

self a king among his sons.” Samuel said, “How can I 

go? If Saul hears of it, he will kill me.” And the Lord 

said, “Take a heifer with you, and say, `I have come to 

sacrifice to the Lord.’ Invite Jesse to the sacrifice, and I 

will show you what you shall do; and you shall anoint 

for me the one whom I name to you.” Samuel did what 

the Lord commanded, and came to Bethlehem. The el-

ders of the city came to meet him trembling, and said, 

“Do you come peaceably?” He said, “Peaceably; I have 

come to sacrifice to the Lord; sanctify yourselves and 

come with me to the sacrifice.” And he sanctified Jesse 

2



and his sons and invited them to the sacrifice.

When they came, he looked on Eliab and thought, 

“Surely the Lord’s anointed is now before the Lord.” 

But the Lord said to Samuel, “Do not look on his ap-

pearance or on the height of his stature, because I have 

rejected him; for the Lord does not see as mortals see; 

they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord 

looks on the heart.” Then Jesse called Abinadab, and 

made him pass before Samuel. He said, “Neither has the

Lord chosen this one.” Then Jesse made Shammah pass

by. And he said, “Neither has the Lord chosen this one.”

Jesse made seven of his sons pass before Samuel, and 

Samuel said to Jesse, “The Lord has not chosen any of 

these.” Samuel said to Jesse, “Are all your sons here?” 

And he said, “There remains yet the youngest, but he is 

keeping the sheep.” And Samuel said to Jesse, “Send 

and bring him; for we will not sit down until he comes 
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here.” He sent and brought him in. Now he was ruddy, 

and had beautiful eyes, and was handsome. The Lord 

said, “Rise and anoint him; for this is the one.” Then 

Samuel took the horn of oil, and anointed him in the 

presence of his brothers; and the spirit of the Lord came

mightily upon David from that day forward. Samuel 

then set out and went to Ramah.
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Psalm 23 Page 612, BCP

Dominus regit me

1 The LORD is my shepherd; 
I shall not be in want.

2 He makes me lie down in green pastures 
and leads me beside still waters.

3 He revives my soul 
and guides me along right pathways for his Name's sake.

4 Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
I shall fear no evil; 
for you are with me;
your rod and your staff, they comfort me.

5 You spread a table before me in the presence of those who trouble me; 
you have anointed my head with oil,
and my cup is running over.

6 Surely your goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, 
and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever.
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John 9:1-41

As he walked along, Jesus saw a man blind from birth.

His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man 

or his parents, that he was born blind?” Jesus answered,

“Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born 

blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him. We

must work the works of him who sent me while it is 

day; night is coming when no one can work. As long as 

I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” When he

had said this, he spat on the ground and made mud with 

the saliva and spread the mud on the man’s eyes, saying

to him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (which means 

Sent). Then he went and washed and came back able to 

see. The neighbors and those who had seen him before 

as a beggar began to ask, “Is this not the man who used 

to sit and beg?” Some were saying, “It is he.” Others 
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were saying, “No, but it is someone like him.” He kept 

saying, “I am the man.” But they kept asking him, 

“Then how were your eyes opened?” He answered, 

“The man called Jesus made mud, spread it on my eyes,

and said to me, ‘Go to Siloam and wash.’ Then I went 

and washed and received my sight.” They said to him, 

“Where is he?” He said, “I do not know.”

They brought to the Pharisees the man who had for-

merly been blind. Now it was a sabbath day when Jesus

made the mud and opened his eyes. Then the Pharisees 

also began to ask him how he had received his sight. He

said to them, “He put mud on my eyes. Then I washed, 

and now I see.” Some of the Pharisees said, “This man 

is not from God, for he does not observe the sabbath.” 

But others said, “How can a man who is a sinner per-

form such signs?” And they were divided. So they said 

again to the blind man, “What do you say about him? It 
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was your eyes he opened.” He said, “He is a prophet.”

The Jews did not believe that he had been blind and 

had received his sight until they called the parents of 

the man who had received his sight and asked them, “Is 

this your son, who you say was born blind? How then 

does he now see?” His parents answered, “We know 

that this is our son, and that he was born blind; but we 

do not know how it is that now he sees, nor do we know

who opened his eyes. Ask him; he is of age. He will 

speak for himself.” His parents said this because they 

were afraid of the Jews; for the Jews had already agreed

that anyone who confessed Jesus to be the Messiah 

would be put out of the synagogue. Therefore his par-

ents said, “He is of age; ask him.”

So for the second time they called the man who had 

been blind, and they said to him, “Give glory to God! 

We know that this man is a sinner.” He answered, “I do 
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not know whether he is a sinner. One thing I do know, 

that though I was blind, now I see.” They said to him, 

“What did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?” 

He answered them, “I have told you already, and you 

would not listen. Why do you want to hear it again? Do 

you also want to become his disciples?” Then they re-

viled him, saying, “You are his disciple, but we are dis-

ciples of Moses. We know that God has spoken to 

Moses, but as for this man, we do not know where he 

comes from.” The man answered, “Here is an astonish-

ing thing! You do not know where he comes from, and 

yet he opened my eyes. We know that God does not lis-

ten to sinners, but he does listen to one who worships 

him and obeys his will. Never since the world began 

has it been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a per-

son born blind. If this man were not from God, he could

do nothing.” They answered him, “You were born en-
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tirely in sins, and are you trying to teach us?” And they 

drove him out.

Jesus heard that they had driven him out, and when he

found him, he said, “Do you believe in the Son of 

Man?” He answered, “And who is he, sir? Tell me, so 

that I may believe in him.” Jesus said to him, “You have

seen him, and the one speaking with you is he.” He 

said, “Lord, I believe.” And he worshiped him. Jesus 

said, “I came into this world for judgment so that those 

who do not see may see, and those who do see may be-

come blind.” Some of the Pharisees near him heard this 

and said to him, “Surely we are not blind, are we?” Je-

sus said to them, “If you were blind, you would not 

have sin. But now that you say, ‘We see,’ your sin re-

mains.”
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SERMON

One of my father’s favorite sayings was, “The right 

tool for the job”, usually delivered after I had used one 

of his wood chisels as a screwdriver. It’s good advice. 

Wood chisels make poor screwdrivers. On the other 

hand, if you are trying to get the lid off a can of paint 

and you don’t have a screwdriver to hand, but DO have 

a wood chisel, it is awfully tempting to use that which 

is at hand, rather than to do the work necessary to find 

the right tool. 

What started me down this odd reminiscence is the 

new incarnation of Carl Sagan’s wonderful Cosmos TV 

show, this time under the leadership of Neil deGrasse 

Tyson. This should be SUCH a good thing! I’m enor-

mously impressed by Dr. Tyson, and I was a fan of the 

original series. I was really looking forward to this, but 

I have to say that I’m disappointed. The original series 

1



focused on the wonders of science. This iteration seems

to be focused on casting science and religion as oppo-

nents in a titanic struggle for the hearts and minds of the

people, a struggle in which religion is cast as the evil 

“thought police” and represented by sinister cartoon 

characters.1 I think the tools Dr. Tyson has at his dis-

posal are the wrong tools for this discussion. 

Dr. Tyson, of course, is bred in the scientific method 

as THE way to knowledge. That is his tool for under-

standing, and one which has served him well within the 

area of his profession. The question I would raise is 

this: is Dr. Tyson’s chosen tool of understanding the 

only way in which we might navigate our world? I 

would say, “No”. There are many things in this round 

world that are not subject to analysis by the scientific 

method, important things. Try to convince your wife 

1 I’d recommend this piece by historian David Sessions to your attention for more detail. 
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2014/03/23/how-cosmos-bungles-the-history-of-religion-and-science.html 
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that your commitment to the scientific method demands

that you experiment with other wives before you can be

confident she is the best one for you, then let me know 

how that works out for you. When Dr. Tyson steps away

from astrophysics to play the role of historian and apos-

tle for the scientific method, the result is cartoonish and 

a little embarrassing. 

I’m not really picking on Dr. Tyson. He remains a 

man I have enormous respect for. He’s just doing what 

all of us do – honoring the tools we have come to trust, 

even if they are the wrong tools. If your only tool is a 

hammer, the saying goes, everything you approach 

looks like a nail. Even a person as bright as Dr. Tyson is

vulnerable to this sort of thing. Certainly, it’s easy 

enough to find people of faith who are committed to 

denying the entirety of geology and biology so as to 

make them accord with the creation accounts in Gene-
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sis, and those efforts similarly seem cartoonish to those 

who are not sold on this understanding of the Bible. The

result is that we contract into communities of common 

belief from which to protect our trusted tools and glare 

at one another. This is not as helpful as you might imag-

ine.

A belief is confidence in the truth or existence of 

something not immediately susceptible to rigorous 

proof.2 The very word is derived from a middle English 

term meaning to love or hold dear. We love our shared 

certainties. We hold our beliefs dear and we bound them

about with all the defensive works we can muster. That 

doesn’t, however, make our beliefs right. It just makes 

them loved. Dr. Tyson believes in his methods, and 

can’t help but defend them, just as those of us in the re-

ligious communities believe in our understandings. Of 

2 Belief.  (n.d.).  Dictionary.com Unabridged.  Retrieved  March  26,  2014,  from  Dictionary.com website:  http://dictio-
nary.reference.com/browse/belief
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course, those of us within religious communities know 

that God can, at any time, challenge even our best loved

beliefs. Then, we have to decide whether to believe God

or believe our beliefs! We can see this played out in the 

story of the man blind since birth.

The story is pretty straight-forward. Jesus and his Dis-

ciples come upon a blind beggar. Because the Disciples 

all believe that misfortune is God’s punishment for do-

ing something bad, they ask the obvious question, 

“Who is being punished?” Jesus gives them an unex-

pected answer, one that challenges those beliefs. 

“Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, 
that he was born blind?” Jesus answered, 
“Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he 
was born blind so that God’s works might be
revealed in him.”

The Disciples’ beliefs are the tools with which they 

engage the world, and those beliefs tell them that the 
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man’s blindness is a punishment. Jesus corrects them 

and says that the man’s blindness, far from being a pun-

ishment for wrong-doing, was inflicted upon him “so 

that God’s works might be revealed in him.” That’s 

quite another matter altogether. To learn from Jesus is to

turn your back on “what you were always taught”. To 

honor those well-loved beliefs is to turn your back on 

Jesus. I’ve heard a lot of people ask, “If Jesus appeared 

right now, would anyone recognize Him?” Well...He 

did, and they didn’t.

The Disciples’ belief that blindness is a curse inflicted

as a punishment is the first place in the story in which 

someone reaches for the wrong tool, but it won’t be the 

last. As we observed, if you are really focused on get-

ting the lid off the paint can and you don’t have a 

screwdriver to hand but DO have a wood chisel, it is 

awfully tempting to use that which is at hand, rather 
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than to do the work necessary to find the right tool. If 

you are addressing this man’s disability it is awfully 

tempting to just assume that his blindness is his own 

fault.

It sounds naïve when we read the Disciples’ question, 

but you don’t have to listen very long to hear people in 

our own time say equally inappropriate things about the

poor. The idea that poverty is your own fault is our con-

temporary version of the mistake the Disciples are mak-

ing. It was said this week at the Chapel of St. Arbuck’s 

that the state religion of America is the certainty that if 

you work hard, you will succeed. We all know that 

many times that is not so. This country permits the exis-

tence of something we call “the working poor”, people 

who are paid so little they need public assistance. It’s 

also helpful sometimes to remind ourselves that, to our 

very great shame, in our time some of those on food 
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stamps are veterans who can find no place after return-

ing home from their service. Rather than engage the 

state religion of America, it’s so much easier to reach 

for our favored beliefs and assumptions about others, 

rather than doing the hard work of finding out for our-

selves the nature of their suffering, and sharing with 

them the light of fellowship. I read this week of a fel-

low who dresses up as a waiter and serves food to the 

homeless from a tray, giving them not only food but 

self-respect. I wonder if doing something like that ever 

occurs to those who so glibly speak of the homeless as 

if their suffering was just punishment for their sins.

For me, this account isn’t about a miracle performed 

by Jesus, but about the effect of God’s action in the 

world on the witnesses to it. Miracles don’t just heal 

one person’s disability; they resonate into the wider 

community as well. The restoration of this man’s sight 
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went viral. 

The neighbors and those who had seen him 
before as a beggar began to ask, “Is this not 
the man who used to sit and beg?” Some 
were saying, “It is he.” Others were saying, 
“No, but it is someone like him.” He kept 
saying, “I am the man.”

Our beliefs, our understanding of the world, and, es-

pecially, our certainty in our understanding of the 

world, are the tools we bring to life’s mysteries. If our 

understanding tells us that a thing which did happen 

can’t happen, then we’re going to have to change either 

our perception or our understanding. It’s easier for us to

think that whatever happened didn’t happen than it is to

change our beliefs, so the neighbors decide this must be

a different man than the man they’ve watched beg all 

their lives. Later, they even decide he was not blind to 

begin with.
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“His sight restored? Can’t be. That’s impossible. It 

must be some other guy that looks like him.”

“Uh...I’m standing right here. I am the man.”

“Be quiet! We’re trying to figure this out.”

“The man called Jesus made mud, spread it on my 

eyes, and said to me, ‘Go to Siloam and wash.’ Then I 

went and washed and received my sight.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. Do I look like a rube? 

Are you trying to play me? Somebody send for the 

Pharisees. They can straighten this out.”

In the popular imagination, the Pharisees are the bad 

guys of the gospels, but that’s a horrible distortion. The 

Pharisees were the religious leadership of the time, the 

scholars, the experts, the ones who had a full Torah 

toolbox. They, if anyone, would have the right tool for 

the job. 

They brought to the Pharisees the man who 
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had formerly been blind. Now it was a sab-
bath day when Jesus made the mud and 
opened his eyes. Then the Pharisees also be-
gan to ask him how he had received his sight.
He said to them, “He put mud on my eyes. 
Then I washed, and now I see.” Some of the 
Pharisees said, “This man is not from God, 
for he does not observe the sabbath.”

Do you remember what I said at first about our ten-

dency to withdraw into communities of shared belief 

and glare at one another? Jesus restored the man’s sight 

on the sabbath when no work may be performed. There-

fore, these Pharisees reasoned, he cannot be of our com-

munity of shared beliefs, therefore Jesus is a sinner, be-

cause WE certainly aren’t. We really hang onto our be-

liefs. You can go to my church, or you can be damned. 

In Dr. Tyson’s view, you can trust only to the scientific 

method or you can be an uneducated and superstitious 

person. It’s really the same thing. My way or the high-
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way.

Not all the Pharisees, however, were this stuck in their

certainties. 

But others said, “How can a man who is a 
sinner perform such signs?” And they were 
divided. 

...and the issue is joined, as the lawyers say. What 

happened happened. What now? The man was blind, 

but now he sees because someone said, “Here’s mud in 

your eye.” That’s clearly impossible. What now? If you 

bring the scientific method to this question, you have 

the wrong tool. If God could be analyzed by the scien-

tific method, He wouldn’t be God. God is transcendent. 

His being is beyond our powers to analyze. When 

something has happened that is inexplicable in terms of 

the certainties and beliefs of the time, something has to 

give.
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I saw a photo on Facebook this week of a billboard 

which read, “God expects spiritual fruits, not religious 

nuts.” Both the Pharisees examining the man born blind

and Dr. Tyson have fallen into the same trap – they 

imagine that they possess the truth, the whole truth and 

nothing but the truth. The reality is that they have ac-

cess only to that which has been revealed to them. In 

their arrogance, they imagine that what can be mea-

sured by their tools is all there is. It is as if they tried to 

find the length of a 2X4 using a thermometer. 

Dr. Tyson’s tools don’t permit the existence of God so,

for him, God doesn’t exist. The Pharisees understanding

doesn’t permit God to act outside their expectations so 

for them, Jesus is a sinner doing magic tricks. In both 

cases, their certainties have blinded them to the world.

Jesus said, “I came into this world for judg-
ment so that those who do not see may see, 
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and those who do see may become blind.” 
Some of the Pharisees near him heard this 
and said to him, “Surely we are not blind, 
are we?” Jesus said to them, “If you were 
blind, you would not have sin. But now that 
you say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains.”

It is well to learn the lesson of humility before em-

barking upon any study.

AMEN

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Return to The Lectionary Page.
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