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Open my eyes, that they may see the wonders of your love.  Amen.

If you are ever offered the chance to take a Rorschach test, take a lesson from Nancy Reagan and “just say no”.  Although not as widely used as it has been, the Rorschach is still a tool used by psychiatrists in helping to evaluate a person’s mental and emotional stability.  It’s a series of cards, each containing an ink blot, and the person being evaluated is asked to state what each blot represents.  Prior to being ordained, I had  to undergo a Rorschach test as part of the requirement to ascertain that I was not a serial killer.  At one point, the examining shrink held up a card and asked, “What do you see?”  I replied, “Oh!  A squirrel.”  “A squirrel?  Don’t you see a pelvis?”  “Gee, not really; it sure looks like a squirrel—you can see the tail here, and its little paws are holding an acorn.”  The doctor was not convinced, and kept insisting that I should be seeing a pelvis.  Apparently I passed the test, because I was ordained, and here I am; but my ability to see a squirrel where a pelvis was clearly called for may explain why I’m single.
Seeing is believing, we’re told.  What you see is what you get.  I can’t really define (fill in the blank—modern art, pornography, whatever—)but I know it when I see it.  

Today’s readings from the First Book of Samuel and John’s Gospel both center on the theme of how it is that we are meant to see:  it’s not only seeing something or someone with our eyes; we are to penetrate the surface, recalling God’s own words to Samuel:  The Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.
The journey from blindness to sight is a theme woven throughout Holy Scripture; from blind Bartimaeus, to the blinding of, and then restoration of sight to Saul of Tarsus, better known as the apostle, Paul.  The final week of Jesus’ life holds out the contrast, the paradox, between what was seen on the surface—a trouble-making, country rabbi who runs afoul of the authorities and is executed because of it—and what can only be seen clearly in retrospect:  that this is no simple teacher or miracle-worker, but God’s own Son, whose death on the Cross—in a way we can never completely understand—conquers the cruel finality of our human mortality, replacing despair with the joyous promise of eternal life.
Blindness to sight.  Darkness turning into light.  Learning to look with the eyes of faith.  Pretty good themes to explore, and especially during Lent.

Yet today’s long reading from John’s gospel is troubling, at a number of levels.  It centers on a man, born blind, who winds up being a kind of “object lesson” as Pharisees demand that he give a rationale for why he can now see.  This man soon becomes a subject of controversy, to the point that his own parents distance themselves from what should be an occasion for joy:  Hey, don’t ask us; ask him; he can answer for himself.  We don’t know anything about it. We don’t want any trouble.   The man is branded a sinner, someone so presumptuous that he dares to challenge the  “theology of wrath” espoused by those in the know, and he is thrown out of the synagogue—and in effect, out of the community.  The final irony of this story is, of course, that the one who was physically blind was the only one who could see clearly—that Jesus was doing the works of God, and that the very essence of God has taken root in Jesus.
A story filled with tension and drama; yet there is one aspect to this story which is hauntingly chilling, because it is as rooted in contemporary Christianity as it was in the first century.  It is the question, posed by Jesus’ own disciples, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?”  

Think about that question, and its implications.  The disciples ask something that is not rhetorical, but a traditional part of the belief system.  Illness, disability, death, all result from sin.  Genesis is clear in stating that if there had been no sin, there would be no death; and an action will engender a response.  This man was born blind for a reason, and that reason is sin; sin upsets balance of God’s creation, and God demands a redressing of that balance.  Eye for eye, tooth for tooth.  Why, even in the Ten Commandments found in Deuteronomy there is the assertion that “for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me.”

Who sinned, to cause this calamity?

Few of us here, I imagine, would be quite so blunt in the phrasing of that question; yet many of us, often without realizing it, have internalized the idea of a God committed to retributive justice, in the world’s sense of that concept; a stern God, uncompromising, whose idea of being loving is to say with a firm sadness, “This is going to hurt me more than it hurts you.”

We often create that portrait of God without realizing that we’re doing so.  Have you ever launched one of those “plea bargain” prayers with God:  “Lord, if you do/don’t do thus-and-such, I promise that I’ll never, ever do/not do whatever.”  I could write an entire Prayer Book filled with those.  Have you ever seen a television interview with the survivor of a devastating tornado?  “God was with us; he spared our house, and we just give praise and glory.”  At first that sounds all right—until you carry that to its logical conclusion:  the neighbor whose house was flattened was not spared, and underlying that corollary is the sub-text stating that there must be a reason for it.  

It’s much easier to grapple with that kind of theological mind-set when it is overt, rather than covert.  There are varying Christian denominations who quite openly see God as the “great equalizer, the restorer of the balance”, who responds to every action with an equal and opposite reaction.  

I once ministered to a young man in the last stages of AIDS, whose parents had completely rejected him—not unlike the parents in today’s gospel—and had gone so far as to tell him that they couldn’t feel sorry for him:  his drug use was an affront to God, and God had willingly and purposely afflicted him.  Since it was God’s Will, to feel sorry for their son would be to challenge God’s plan.  
At least they were open, and consistent in their beliefs.  And there are many believing people in our world—Christian, Jew, Muslim, and others—who hold up this image and say, “Now, fall on your knees, and worship God!”  And many do:  but out of fear at what will happen to them if they don’t.
It’s hard to eradicate that point-of-view completely.  From our finite and human perspective, we know how easy it is to get mad, and then to seek to get even.  If you have caused me hurt or pain, I won’t rest until you get what you deserve.  Revenge is a dish best served cold.  Time wounds all heals.  What goes around, comes around.  When I dig down inside of me, I have to admit that there is some small, residual part of me that waits for God to drop another shoe in response to something I have done or left undone.  
One of the advantages of growing older, of spending more time in the Presence of God, is that those scary, counter-productive moments occur less and less often.  Our God, who creates, redeems, and sanctifies us, is not hell-bent on our destruction; rather God seeks the destruction of hell, for our redemption.
Our God is not the source of punishment when we make bad choices, nor is God’s plan involved in micro-managing the randomness of nature and the free-will of human existence.  God is instead the source of comfort and hope, the assurance of grace and eternal life, when a cell turns malignant, or a car skids out of control on black ice; God is there when a tornado destroys one side of a street and misses the other, calling alike to those with, and now without, their homes.  And God is there, not as the intractable judge, but remembering the words, “They know not what they do”, when two users share a needle to shoot up.
“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom”, it is written in the psalms.  And that is true—for the Hebrew word used for “the fear of the Lord” means to be overcome, awe-struck, in the face of God’s goodness.  And at the end of our worship, we shall be sent on our way with the charge:  Go in peace, to love and serve the Lord.
Love and serve the Lord.  Not cringe from, try to hide from, or be fearful of.  Love and serve the Lord.

That’s exactly what we’re meant to be doing.  

Amen.

