LIVING WITH MERCY:

A Life Transformed

John 9:1-11


I am a man who was born blind.  Actually, it wasn’t apparent to me that I was blind until I was in grade school when I had trouble reading the blackboard or the expression of a girlfriend from across the room.  I also had a “lazy” eye—astigmatism to be precise—but when it was given a name by my optometrist, at that age I thought it implied that I, myself, was lazy, that I was far too bothered to actually see what was on the blackboard or the smile on my girlfriend’s face!  

So my blindness was a social handicap.  My teachers would frown when I misread the numbers while doing arithmetic or render me stupid when I couldn’t tell the difference between an exclamation point and question mark during the grammar lesson.  My girlfriends would be insulted by my lack of response to their goo-goo eyes, so my childhood romances were short-lived and shallow.  When I had to wear a patch over my good eye, and I couldn’t pass if off as part of my Halloween costume, my buddies laughed at me and called me “Cyclops.”  In other words, my blindness was my folly!
Well, things didn’t actually improve when I finally got glasses, because back then the best looking options were dorky and made you seem like a geek.  I wanted to look suave and debonair, but at 11 years old, I only looked like a goofball with Coke-bottle, horn-rimmed glasses.  Of course, invariably, I broke the frames playing baseball or basketball, and so I had to patch them together with masking tape and appear even more the nerd that I was morphing into.  So I was socially scarred by my blindness, which to this day haunts my ability to function should I be without my glasses for any length of time.

Now my brothers as well have been cursed with blindness (apparently 20/20 vision was a recessive gene in my family), so they were blessed with the same social consequences as I.  Except, as adults, they became smart by getting laser surgery on their eyes, straightening out their vision to the point of not having to wear corrective lenses.  Every time I see them, I am reminded that they don’t have to worry about where their glasses are.  And they don’t have to swim blindly in a swimming pool or in the ocean.  They don’t struggle in the shower to find the soap or tops of shampoo bottles.  They wonder why I haven’t gotten around to getting my eyes done, especially when they see me trip over objects because my bifocals have distorted my view.  And I have to agree.  Why haven’t I gotten smart and just gotten my eyes fixed?  

The only reason I can come up with is that I’m just too lazy!  Just like my grade school experience, my eyes are lazy and my character reflects my eyes!  I am a lazy-eyed, slovenly, indolent middle-aged man, defined by my physical and social handicaps!  How pathetic is that!
Well, enough of my whining, for I have nothing to complain about, especially compared to the vision problems with which others have to cope.  I certainly can’t justify it when you consider how those in ancient times had to come to terms with their poor eyesight.  They, of course, did not have the benefit of corrective lenses, which weren’t invented until the 13th century.  So if their myopia, or far-sightedness, or astigmatism, or if any of a number of diseases affected their vision, they were left with that result.  There was no remedy and so, for everyone, it was the luck of the gene pool whether you were able to see clearly or not.
Then, given the moral association between physical conditions and their spiritual explanations, the ancients commonly believed that blindness was not a purely physical malady.  Instead, it was the cause of darkness within a person.  In their understanding of life, the ability to see was due to light within a person’s spirit which was then projected out through their eyes that made light and vision possible.  If you were a good person, if your spirit was pure and well, then you could see clearly.  If you were not, then your impaired vision would serve as evidence.  The innocence of children reflected that, for as one’s eyesight declined with age, it was correlated to the increase of sin within one’s life.  Those who were blind—who could not see because of misshapen lenses, cataracts, or some other natural change, were believed to be so because of the darkness of their souls and the blindness of their hearts.  Obviously, it wasn’t a fair judgment by our standards, but in ancient times that was common logic.  On that basis, growing up I would have not only been lazy, I would have been considered a veritable juvenile delinquent!
In any case, that background gives us some insight into this story from John’s Gospel, where the young man born blind was granted his sight by the healing powers of Jesus.  It’s a fascinating story, to be sure, not only because of the details in the blind man’s physical healing, but also because of the social interpretation associated with that healing.
You see, as much as we might fault their logic when it comes to medical knowledge about the human body, what the ancients did know, perhaps even better than we, are the power dynamics of our spiritual lives.  They knew that the spirit was stronger than the body and that the state of one’s mind and emotions, attitude and outlook, often affected the health of the physical body.  So, even though they had no accurate understanding of how physical blindness occurred, they did have a good sense about spiritual blindness and the impact that has upon human beings.
There are all types of spiritual blindness that impact our lives—blindness usually caused by insecurity, pride, greed, envy, lust, selfishness, anger, and other proverbial sins.  Though we all have a bit of these within us and, individually, we might battle certain ones more than others from time to time, there are endless examples of those who are driven to extreme where their lives are very unsteady, if not altogether coming apart.  Mild obsessions turn into complete possessions when they are not dealt with appropriately, to the point where individuals have less and less control over their behavior, their thoughts, and their actions.  The demons within scream away with internal torment for the person, and his or her demeanor and social responses begin to reflect that change.  This spiritual blindness results in disorientation, confusion, insecurity, shame, frustration, extreme behaviors, at least until there is the healing so needed and, many times, so desired.

Finding healing and redemption is precisely what saves such people from their own demise—spiritually and physically.  We all have heard of “altar call conversions,” where individuals believe their lives have been transformed and completely changed in a moment’s time—like a light that has come into their darkened souls.  I don’t doubt for a moment such sudden spiritual awakenings do occur (much like it seemed to occur for this young man in the Gospel story), but I have to believe at most they function as crisis points—moments that come as the result of complete resignation, of acute awareness, of accountability, of recommitment, and the like.  “Altar call” conversions are beginning points at best in changing a person and, though they certainly have a place in many people’s lives, in and of themselves, they do not transform lives.  
You see, a life truly transformed is based on what actually occurs when a person follows through on their intentions, or when they avoid the behaviors and patterns of the past, or establish new ground rules for their life, or look for new reference points from which to find guidance, or when they yield themselves regularly to God’s inspiration and influence.  “Twelve-step” programs operate on that assumption: transformation is not a one-step process.  A life that is transformed starts at a crisis point and often repentance and then works at trying to follow through on the changes necessary to find spiritual wholeness and healing—something that may take some time.  A life transformed is one that cooperates with Christ’s healing presence by constantly moving toward a healthy direction and away from that which is destructive and harmful.  It usually doesn’t come without some struggles and setbacks.  A life undergoing transformation is one where the demons no longer scream only because they no longer are given a place.  Over time, through a dedicated commitment to this healing process, the darkness begins to lift and the light begins to appear.  Like the dawn, the dark night of the soul eventually gives way to a whole new day.  
If you are recovering from alcoholism or substance abuse, you know how much effort it takes to spiritually transform your life.  If you are overcoming a broken marriage, you realize what it takes to get your feet back on the ground.  If you are going through the stages of sorrow and grief, you recognize how things don’t necessarily improve overnight.  If you are coming home from the trauma of war, you are aware how long it takes to let go of the nightmares.  If you are being healed from an illness or a disability, you are acquainted with the deliberate process such healing takes.  
In other words, a life transformed from inner darkness toward hope takes time—it’s a process—but it is what renews us and contributes to our physical healing in the long run.  That’s why it is a matter of living with mercy, not merely receiving it in a given moment.  
Living with such mercy makes sense as we start to feel good again, when we notice that it isn’t so hard to get by.  We recognize healing when we no longer feel so isolated, or judged, or marginalized, or harmed, or threatened by social contact.  We see the evidence of redemption when we believe we are well enough to be in relationships where the “demons” that haunt us don’t even raise their ugliness anymore.  We celebrate the transformation when we can laugh again more easily, when we are lighter in spirit than we have been for a long, long time.  That is the promise that Jesus brought to those who sought his healing, and to us today as well who draw on his spirit by calling out his name.  Our blindness is healed when we begin to see and understand things that we had missed all along.
When Jesus healed this blind man and all the other blind people he encountered, it was through healing their spirits that evidence was seen in the restoration of their bodies.  Instead of playing the blame game for the cause of this young man’s blindness, he healed the man’s heart and soul by bringing him back into community and away from scorn and isolation and the easy judgment of others.  By transforming his life from one on the margins of society, he then healed this man’s body and soul to make him whole again.  Over time, the young man would learn what it meant to finally see again.  

Unfortunately, we don’t get to see this young man at a later stage, when his blindness would have been a distant memory.  But we do get to see others who had their lives transformed.  We see Peter, who overcame his shame of denial and disappointment.  We see Paul, who left his life of zealous persecution behind.  We see people now in our own lives now who have benefited a great deal in a life transformed from the darkness of their past.
In each of those cases, those who were truly transformed were those who changed their priorities, established new boundaries on their behavior, maintained control over their thoughts, reactions, conduct, attitudes, and the like in order to stay the course toward wholeness.  God’s gracious inspiration influenced them and Christ’s merciful healing did the rest.
I truly believe God will heal those who seek redemption from the darkness of their souls.  There’s evidence of transformed lives all around us.  Just listen to people’s stories.  That’s something in which to place our hope, especially when we no longer can trust ourselves for our own wellbeing.  It’s part of what makes this Gospel such good news.  
When such healing occurs, then like the old, old hymn that expresses it well, we can sing:

Amazing grace, how sweet the sound

That saved a wretch like me!

I once was lost, but now am found,

Was blind, but now I see!
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