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My brothers and sisters in Christ, let us 

pray. God of our repentance and prayers for 

hope in this Kingdom, may the words of my 

mouth and the meditation of all of our hearts 

always be acceptable in Your sight, Our 

strength and our redeemer, Amen.   

Who sinned?  We don’t ask that question 

in our modern lives in the UCC, do we?  But 

we do ask it all the time at home, at work, 

and in our families.  “Who did that?” becomes 

the question when we want to know why 

things are out of order or something is 

broken.  What parent hasn’t said those three 

words about a thousand times throughout a 

child’s life?  “Who says?” becomes the 

teenager’s lament for questioning the status 

quo and is their go-to phrase for plausible 

deniability.  “You don’t want to go there” is 

the adult version of both of these statements, 

indicating a passive-aggressive query, but 

one with real-world consequences if it 

happens on the job.   
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 What’s with that, anyway?  Why do we 

want to know?  What we tell ourselves in all 

of these scenarios is that we want to put our 

world back in order, and to understand how 

to do that we have to figure out the root 

cause of why things are suddenly out of 

whack.   If the folks asking these questions 

are good, they seek to educate and explain.  

But there are also a great many folks who 

seek to punish and start assigning demerits, 

and there is little room for the old adage, 

“forgive and forget”.   

 It is this set of questions that drive our 

text today, which is the entire ninth chapter 

of the Gospel of John.  Seeing a man born 

blind, the disciples ask Jesus, “who sinned?  

This man or his parents, that he was born 

blind?”.  Their agenda is not one which is an 

inquiry of their teacher.  They see the 

resulting effect, blindness, and they go to 

what they know:  that in the ancient world, it 

was customary to assume that every effect 
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had a cause, and that this cause must be 

somebody’s fault.  In the ancient world, being 

born blind isn’t a simple unfortunate 

circumstance.  In the time of Jesus, it was 

assumed that the blindness was punishment 

for someone’s transgression.   

 There is no indication that the disciples 

want to figure out a more hopeful 

circumstance.  They simply have the desire to 

place blame.   And similarly, as a people of 

God we simultaneously float between wanting 

to know the cause and talk it out but then 

again we just don’t have time for that, so we 

seek to figure out how to resolve it as quickly 

as possible.  And that’s where the trouble 

starts.   

Because the ones who just seek to tell the 

truth, honestly and forthrightly with what 

they have seen and know, are severely 

punished in our story.  The blind man testifies 

to what happened and believes what has 

been done for him is good—how can it not?  
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But the ones in charge of the system of 

punishments and rewards in the church at the 

time not only reject the man’s witness, but 

they throw him out of the church altogether 

simply for telling his story.   

 I understand this myself, because it has 

happened to me time and again throughout 

my school, career, and life.  They don’t let 

people into ministry with a weak-kneed moral 

compass.  Privileged and over-educated folks 

don’t make very good pastors unless there’s a 

good strong dose of humility present.  And it 

took my being thrown out of my family for a 

time, losing a couple of jobs because I 

wouldn’t play the game and lie to cover up 

corporate fabrications, and then refuse to 

offer bribes to clients in order to get a sale to 

realize that life was indeed going to be a 

journey with many twists and turns.   

 Because there is a price for truth-telling.  

As our story says, there is a person who is 

rejected by all including themselves who is 
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used by Jesus to testify to the light, by 

shining on others the dark places that have 

become calcified into high stone walls that 

should be impenetrable.  And yet, it is not 

fighting which breaks down the wall.  It is a 

ray of light.  A hope.  Changing the choices in 

the face the fierceness of those who insist 

that the choices are only negative, and only 

to your detriment.   

 But we are enlightened folks, aren’t we?  

We aren’t tempted, we who see so well, to 

assume that when something bad happens to 

somebody, they must have had it coming.  

We engage in the sin of schadenfreude all the 

time, seeing someone’s misfortune and 

shaking our head going, “Yup, knew that 

would happen.”  They, or we, must have done 

something to deserve their circumstances, 

right?  That often is not the case.  When we 

focus on attempting to discern the root cause, 

we trap ourselves in the past.  The point of 

the story here is not to determine why we 
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can’t see.  But we have plenty of leaders who 

saddle us with binary choices of negation, or 

yes/no queries that prove THEIR point, and 

have little if any intent for education and 

explanation.   

 A few of you were here this summer when 

my father visited and attended worship.  And 

in the last few minutes, he raised his hand 

and said, “let me tell you about my son, 

Mark”.  He went on to describe his 

recollection of events of my life, some of 

which was factually inaccurate, and other 

things that were not.  Many of you reacted at 

what a charming old man he was.  Parents 

and children have a dynamic that never 

leaves their family system, though.  “Why did 

you do that” was the public, implicit question 

that doesn’t seek to educate or explain, but 

rob me of agency from my personhood and 

ministry.  There are many fun stories about 

my father.  But there are others that we can 

never resolve, because each hurt in his life 
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must be somebody’s fault, and with my 

mother and brother dead, he came here to 

set the record straight.  I will never again be 

in the Synagogue of that family.   

 Mostly because I have chosen not to live 

that way, always being on the outside looking 

in no matter what the system, be it school, 

work, friends, family, or church work.  Jesus 

isn’t interested in living in the past.  Jesus 

moves our lives away from root causes, past 

hurts, shame-based thinking and dialogue, 

and toward future possibilities.  We want to 

know that new life if possible in our present 

reality, so it’s not all that interesting to ask, 

“Who moved my cheese?” as the corporate 

trainers once asked us to contemplate.  Jesus 

came to free us from the past to live eyes 

open in the here and now of God’s light and 

bright future.   
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 I’ll leave you with this final thought.  We 

should not be afraid to shine brightly when 

someone starts telling us that we have no 

power.  Possibility, new starts, and following 

the light wherever it leads, are God’s 

Kingdom being created for us right here, right 

now.  Blame and punishment, the constant 

asking of “Who Did That”, and the “What’s 

Wrong with You” monologues that wrongly 

seek to put others in their place, only keep 

our eyes shut to what Jesus is up to.   

 Thanks be to God, Amen.    

 


