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the man who sees (John 9.1-41) 

© Susanna Pain  

Fourth Sunday in Lent  

‘The man who sees’, that’s the title I give this long repetitive story in John’s gospel, ‘the man who 

sees’. What images does that conjure up for you? ‘The one who sees’, someone who notices, who 

sees within, who is wise? A parent figure? A clairvoyant? A spiritual leader? This particular man 

who sees, happens to have been born blind, and amazingly, now sees, and yet now that he sees, 

his friends and the leaders of the church don’t recognise him. They had put him in a box, the box 

of ‘a man born blind’ and can’t see beyond that to his true identity as the man who sees. How 

often do we do that, define people by their deficits?  

I wonder if part of being a contemplative community is about learning to listen and learning to see, 

about simply being present, open to something more? Today’s story from John’s Gospel operates 

on a number of levels. It’s about seeing and not seeing and it’s about who Jesus is. 

It begins with people talking about a man who physically could not see. Asking questions about 

him without relating to him. This seems to me a very basic lack of respect, not including him in the 

conversation, and assuming they know and he doesn’t. And their theology is that because he was 

born blind he or his parents must’ve done something wrong and God must be punishing them. 

Quite a damning theology held by many even today. But Jesus isn’t drawn into this scenario. He 

says no one sinned, it’s not about sin, (by the way, sin as I see it, is something that gets in the way 

of your relationship with God and others). Jesus says what’s more important than sin or the lack of 

it is this man’s healing and God‘s action of love and healing in the world.  

Jesus, ever practical, spits on the earth, spits into the dirt, the dust that we wore on Ash 

Wednesday, that we carried to the Labyrinth on Thursday, spits into the dust and makes mud and 

puts it on the man’s eyes. This is reminiscent of one of the creation stories in Genesis where God 

makes the humans from the red earth. He’s an earthy one this Jesus, not afraid to touch. He tells 

the man to wash in the pool of Siloam. Makes us think of baptism. Now if we read the earlier parts 



of John’s Gospel we would know that the Siloam Pool was something to do with the festival of the 

Tabernacle, a water festival where Jesus called himself living water.  

The man who can see went and washed and came back seeing. It’s not always that way it’s not 

always that simple. People don’t always get healed but in this story this man can now see and his 

sight and insight only increase, while the sight of those who set themselves up as teachers seems 

to dim as the story progresses.  

The man’s friends see him wandering around and say ‘isn’t that the one who was blind?’ Some say 

‘no can’t be’ Some say ‘yeah I think it is’. They don’t recognise him in his new way of being they are 

tied to their old definitions of him as ‘a man who was born blind’. They can’t grasp that he is now 

‘one who can see’. They take him to the leaders who ask what happened.  The ‘man who sees’ tells 

the story about the one who spit on earth, put the mud on his eyes and told him to wash, and that 

he was healed and that the healer’s name was Jesus.  

They’re not sure that they believe this so they call his parents. They don’t want to be involved, 

their frightened but they say ‘he was born blind and now he can see but we don’t know how it 

happened. Talk to him.’ So the leaders, they talk to him again, and again he repeats the truth and 

says that this Jesus must be a prophet, and they have a theological discussion with the leaders who 

say that he can’t be any good if he does work on the Sabbath. That’s a no no. The man argues, 

‘how can anyone heal if they’re not from God’. This is not what the leaders want to hear. ‘You’re his 

disciple aren’t you? And you’re arguing with us. We are followers of Moses’. They kick him out. Kick 

him out for being healed. Kick him out for standing up for what he believed. They discard him 

rather than be unsettled or admit to a transformation, a healing even on the Sabbath.  

And then Jesus who doesn’t seem to discard anyone finds him and shows him who He really is and 

the man gets it and worships him. The only person who does that in this gospel.  

Sight and blindness, insight and closed minds, seeing and not seeing. What’s in this story for us? It 

certainly points to a truth that Jesus is light. Jesus is healer. Jesus is connected to God. 

How do we hold all that in this broken and crumbling world? Feeling it, letting it flow through us, 

not processing but being with. 

We’ve had some conversations after Meditation this week about, on the one hand, the death and 

destruction in our world, the pain of it for people and for non-human creation, holding that and 

praying for specific people and generally holding up the situation to our God, and then on the 

other hand, leaning into this community, doubling our efforts to pray to meditate to reach out to 

each other to listen in the silence be a community that does care, that images the God we hear of 

in this story who seems to desire healing and wholeness, and that healing and wholeness is about 



speaking the truth about standing up about being real and true. We are all connected so when one 

hurts we all hurt, when one damages we all are implicated, and at the same time we are all 

inexplicably held in the heart of the Holy One. 

Do we look, do we look within without? Do we really look, do we listen? 

‘I was blind and now I see’ says this man, this man who sees. He changes in the story. He grows in 

the story. He finds himself. There is such a danger in us labelling ourselves or others, focusing on 

our inabilities our disabilities our anxieties and depression and pain, rather than opening our 

hearts to possibility to change. Even though change can be disruptive and usually is, I believe God‘s 

desire for us is wholeness and we have to go step-by-step, somehow letting go of our propensity to 

hold onto our unhealthy selves knowing we’re in this together. We are not alone. That’s why we 

are part of a both human and as Frank calls it, more than human community, to witness to each 

other, to support each other, to stand alongside.  

Another question arises ‘how do we see?’ ‘How do we know that we are not deluding ourselves?’ 

My sense is that if we continue our practices, if we continue our Meditation our praying our 

journaling our care for our world then somehow, slowly we change. We are transformed. We do 

get clarity. Somehow we begin to see, the mist begins to clear. We test this by answering the 

following questions: 

Is what I am doing life-giving? 

Am I becoming more alive or less? 

Am I becoming more open or less? 

Is this community of Benedictus bringing life to our world or death?  

The man who sees, takes time to grow and change. He begins by not being able to see at all but his 

encounter with Jesus changes that inside and out, ‘I was blind but now I see’ he reports. He begins 

by only knowing Jesus name and then calling him a prophet and then naming that he must be from 

God and then learning of that title that Jesus calls himself ‘Son of Man’, the human one, the 

human one and the divine one, more than human. This man who sees is blossoming as I/we would 

like to blossom. Tonight on this third Sunday in Lent that is the invitation, to open to see, to 

blossom.  

How might God be inviting you to see in these days? 

Is there a space within your soul that needs your attention, your compassion, your prayer, your 

insight?  



How might it be to open that space to the presence of Christ, who knows about tough times?’ 

Jesus  is already there, already here, seeking us out, the challenge is to allow ourselves to be met  

to be healed to grow in love and wisdom and insight starting right now right here. 

Christine Valters Paintner ends her prayer, When It Feels as if the World Is Ending, with these 
words: 
Holy Ground of Love,.. 
 I don’t know if what I am called to do will solve anything. 
All I know is I must try. 
Bless me in the trying, in the grieving, in the hoping.  1

and I might add, ‘Help us to see.’ 

 
1
https://mailchi.mp/abbeyofthearts/when-it-feels-as-if-the-world-is-ending-march1-2026?e=af770015da from Christine’s book A Book of Everyday 
Blessings: 100 Prayers for Dancing Monks, Artists, and Pilgrims (Ave Maria Press)
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