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Sermon – March 27, 2011 

“Seeing is Believing” 

Christine Webb 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Genesis 12:1-3 & John 9:1-34 
 

Let these words that I speak, and the thoughts we all think, bring us closer to you, O God, 

nearer to one another.  AMEN. 

 Whenever I read this story of Jesus healing the blind man I am struck by a few things. I wonder, 

what was his name? In the scripture he’s just “the blind man Jesus healed.” What did he think about 

being healed? He never asked for it and I wonder what he really felt about having his life turned 

upside down in ways he   never expected. And once that happened, and he was hauled in front of the 

Pharisees, where did he find the courage to stand up to them and proclaim Jesus a prophet? 

 Can you imagine what it would be like to wake up one morning, go about your business, doing 

your job, making your way in the world, the best that you can and then, Bam! part way through the 

day something happens that changes your whole world? Some incredible, amazing, unheard-of, 

joyous thing happens to you and, instead of cheering for you and shouting “Hallelujah!” your friends 

and family turn their backs on you. Your life shifts and you’re never the same again. 

 This, the third week in our Lenten series, we are making the transition from night shift to day. 

Jesus recognized the difference in the character of night and day. Remember, he said “We need to be 

energetically at work for the One who sent me here, working while the sun shines. When night falls, 

the workday is over.” Our focus this week moves us from darkness to light. From unconscious 

consideration to conscious choice.  We are shifting to the surface so we can look around and see, so 

we can make the choice about what we believe, and make the decision whether or not to live out 

God’s call. We shift to greater intentionality, to being, as Jesus said, “energetically at work” for God.  

 One of the ways I “work energetically” for God is by participating in the Worship Team. It’s one 

of my favorite activities each week. And of all things I love best about being on that team,  helping to 

choose the music is right at the top. I love music. Rock, folk, blue grass, country, gospel. I like songs 

that tell a story. I’m always drawn to the lyrics first. I get kidded during these meetings because I 

often suggest songs simply from the lyrics and don’t generally have a clue about the tune.  

 Leonard Cohen is one of my favorite songwriters. He’s written fairly famous songs, like the song 

“Hallelujah” that was used in the Shrek soundtrack but there’s this fairly odd song that he wrote titled 

“Anthem” that I really like. The refrain includes these lines: 

Ring the bells that still can ring. 

Forget your perfect offering. 

There is a crack, a crack in everything. 

That's where the light gets in. 
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 These words tell me that nothing is perfect and that it is through the cracks of imperfection that 

we learn and grow, that our lives shift. 

 In the Bible, Jesus was often the light that came through those cracks, even referring to himself 

as the “light of the world.” I believe he created those cracks of imperfection, of conflict and 

challenge, specifically so he could shine light on complex issues. He could challenge those around 

him to consider and reconsider their actions and beliefs.  

 That was certainly the case in this story. The Pharisees were faced with a paradox they couldn’t 

resolve: if a miracle happened it had to be from God, but if it was performed on the Sabbath the 

miracle-worker was a sinner and couldn’t have been a Godly person because he broke the Sabbath 

laws.  

 Ah! A potential crack for enlightenment - but sadly there was no enlightenment to be had that 

day. The Pharisees held tight to their beliefs, the town turned away from the formerly blind man out 

of fear and he was excommunicated – not only from his church but from his family and town. And he 

even lost his means of livelihood - begging. This healing had very unexpected consequences. But 

they weren’t all bad. The healed man took on the Pharisees. He defended his interpretation of the 

events, calling Jesus a prophet and insisted Jesus was not a sinner but from God.  He not only was 

able to see, but in seeing, really seeing, he was able to believe. 

 Communities react differently to big changes, some better than others.  During our third Lenten 

film this week we’ll be looking at how a different community, faced with a shift in circumstances, 

changed for the better.  

 When I realized I would be speaking this Sunday and that the movie “The Waking of Ned 

Devine” was the movie to follow I said “You’ve got to be kidding!” How do I tie in a movie about a 

bunch of people in a small town in Ireland who band together to defraud the lottery commission of 

almost 7 million pounds by pretending that one of them is, in fact, the dead lottery ticket holder? A 

movie where the movement of the people toward true community is tracked by their willingness to 

buy pints of Guinness for others? A movie where one of the central characters is a delightful young 

woman who refuses to marry the man she loves because he, a pig farmer, smells, well, like pigs.  And 

a movie where the one person willing to stand up and rat them all out meets a comic and very timely 

comeuppance? 

 But it is not without depth and that is why we chose it for this series and it makes a great 

counterpoint to the story in the scripture. This is, at its best, a movie about a town’s transition to a 

community. It’s about reconciliation and redemption and how money transforms – in a good way. It’s 

about turning away from self and toward others and about generosity. It’s about a group of people 

who eventually see the light shining through some pretty substantial cracks of imperfection and who 

respond with grace.  And we can look at it with a more discerning eye because it is sometimes our 

framing of a situation, how we choose to look at it, that best reveals our heart. I hope you’ll come on 

Tuesday to watch with us and join in another lively discussion afterward. 

 I want to share a story with you about another community that was transformed. Scott Wolf 

sends me the most wonderful pieces of writing and this is one of those stories.  

 This is a story about a monastery that had had fallen upon hard times. Once a great order, all its 

branch houses were lost and there were only five monks left in the decaying mother house: the abbot 

and four others, all over seventy in age. Clearly it was a dying order. 

 

 In the deep woods surrounding the monastery there was a little hut that a rabbi from a nearby 

town occasionally used for a hermitage. As he agonized over the imminent death of his order, it 

occurred to the abbot to ask the rabbi if by some possible chance he could offer any advice that might 

save the monastery. 

 

 The rabbi welcomed the abbot at his hut. But when the abbot explained the purpose of his visit, 

the rabbi could only commiserate with him. "I know how it is," he exclaimed. "The spirit has gone 
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out of the people. It is the same in my town. Almost no one comes to the synagogue anymore." So the 

old abbot and the old rabbi wept and read the Torah together. As he left the abbot said"It has been a 

wonderful thing that we should meet after all these years, but is there no piece of advice you can give 

me that would help me save my dying order?" 

 

 "No, I am sorry," the rabbi responded. "I have no advice to give. The only thing I can tell you is 

that the Messiah is one of you." 

 

 When the abbot returned to the monastery his fellow monks gathered around him to ask, "Well 

what did the rabbi say?" "He couldn't help," the abbot answered. "We just wept and read the Torah 

together. The only thing he did say, just as I was leaving --it was something cryptic-- was that the 

Messiah is one of us. I don't know what he meant." 

 

 In the days and weeks and months that followed, the old monks pondered this and wondered 

whether there was any possible significance to the rabbi's words. The Messiah is one of us? Could he 

possibly have meant one of us monks here at the monastery? If that's the case, which one? Father 

Abbot who has been our leader for more than a generation? Holy Brother Thomas, a man of light? 

Crotchety Brother Elred who, although a thorn in people’s sides, is almost always right? Or perhaps 

Brother Phillip who is awfully passive but who is always there when we need him? Or even me? I am 

so ordinary but could it be me? 

 As they contemplated in this manner, the old monks began to treat each other with extraordinary 

respect on the off chance that one among them might be the Messiah. And on the off chance that each 

monk himself might be the Messiah, they began to treat themselves with that same respect. 

 

 The forest in which the monastery was situated was beautiful, and people still occasionally came 

to visit: to picnic on its lawn, to wander along its paths, and even go into the dilapidated chapel to 

meditate. As they did so they sensed the aura of extraordinary respect that now began to surround the 

five old monks and seemed to radiate out from them and permeate the atmosphere of the place.. 

Hardly knowing why, they began to come back to the monastery more frequently and to bring their 

friends as well.  

 Then some of the younger men who came to visit started to talk more and more with the old 

monks. After a while one asked if he could join them. Then another.  And another. So within a few 

years the monastery had once again become a thriving order and, thanks to the rabbi's gift, a vibrant 

center of light and spirituality in the realm. 

 We’ve had some of those same conversations about revitalizing churches here at HUMC and it 

was during one of those “future of the church” conversations that I experienced my very own “light in 

the cracks” moment. Kate Connelly, our A2B, aid to the Bishop, was in the meeting and, after 

listening to us talk about our hopes and concerns she very quietly asked us, “Could you look at 

yourselves as being a blessing to those around you?”  

 Those words resonated for me at a soul deep level. It was just so simple. Being a community of 

God, at its most basic level, is about reaching beyond ourselves to make a difference in the lives of 

others and in the world. It is about seeing Christ in each other just like those monks did.  

 In the Genesis  passage Marci read,  when God calls Abraham and promises to make him a great 

nation, Abraham isn’t called because he will do good things in God’s name, or because he, himself is 

such a good man. God calls Abraham so he and his descendants will be a blessing to the world. God 

is doing the blessing, the calling and Abraham is doing the responding.  

 We are called to respond – to be a blessing. And not just any blessing, but a blessing called by, 

and sent forth, from God. God blesses us so we can bless others. Again. And again. And again. Not 

for our own sake. Not for the church’s sake. But so we can, with each encounter and with each 

utterance and with each action, bless all that lives and breathes and exists in God’s wonderful 

creation. A gift, freely given to us, that we can freely give to others. 



 4 

 When Kate talked about being a blessing she suggested that we could look more closely at the 

needs of the children across the street at Lincoln Street School, something we had discussed in depth 

during the meeting, and a place where we are already helping out. We agreed that would be a good 

place to consider.  

 And if hearing that “call to awareness” from Kate wasn’t enough, a few weeks ago several of us 

went to a day-long workshop presented by Reggie McNeal, a Southern Baptist pastor who has written 

several books about missional churches. He calls Christians the “blessing people” and says the church 

is here to serve and that we, who are the church, should be asking people every day how we can bless 

them.  

 He told us that he believed we, the church, could make significant improvements in our society – 

our entire society – if we would take up just two challenges in our own communities: make sure no 

child goes hungry and help every child learn to read successfully. Children, you see, can’t learn when 

they are hungry and sad to say there is a high correlation between children struggling to read in 4
th

 

grade and the likelihood they will drop out of school before graduation.  Some of you are already 

doing something about that – helping with the backpack program and reading with children.  But 

more of us can help and some of us can do more.   

 Jesus, the interloper, the former refugee, the light that shone through the cracks of life, changed 

that blind man’s life and, seeing, that man believed. His life changed dramatically, not all for the 

better, but he didn’t complain, he stood proud, professing Jesus as a prophet and later, he knelt at 

Jesus’ feet and worshipped.  The monks in the story began looking at each other as the blessing each 

was to the community. They saw Jesus in each other and it changed their lives and the life of their 

monastery, profoundly. Seeing, they discovered, really is believing. 

 We are, indeed, Abraham’s children and we are called to be Jesus’ hands and feet and voice, 

indeed his blessing, in the world.  I’d like you to think about those two challenges of Reggie 

McNeal’s as we consider what our church will be like by 2020, just nine years from now,  because in 

another nine years the third grade child at that beautiful new school next door will be graduating from 

high school. Or not. 

 

 

 

 


