
As we move deeper into the season of Lent, we are all without a doubt going without more than we’d 

originally offered to give up. Two and a half centuries ago, Thomas Paine wrote, “These are the times 

that try men’s souls.” How those words are ringing true today. But it’s also true that we can either view 

our adversities as insurmountable afflictions or as challenges to be overcome, strengthening our own 

souls as we come to reconsider what’s of greatest foundational importance to us and how we best stay in 

relationship to one another as fellow disciples of Jesus Christ. 

I enjoy the writings of pastor and author Max Lucado, whose style can often distill heady concepts into 

everyday language. Last night I stumbled upon his observation about being a Christian in the midst of 

our current pandemic. “I think this a time where we need to be feeding our faith,” he says. “If you feed 

your faith, your fears will starve. If you feed your fears, your faith will starve. Our tendency is to feed 

our fears. We have to do intentional things to feed our faith.” 

These are trying times for us. They’re trying for our livelihoods, as business and trade tapers off, they’re 

trying for family life, as close contact breeds both deep love as well as friction, and they’re trying for the 

community of faith we call the church, as both health recommendations and governmental decrees 

hamper our ability to congregate. 

Throughout the New Testament, which was authored using the everyday Greek commonly used in the 

lands surrounding the eastern Mediterranean, we find the word “church” has been translated from the 

term ekklesia, which literally means “called out.” But it also referred to an assembly, and so, as is often 

the case with biblical terms, there’s a multi-layered and unified meaning to the word. In short, we should 

understand ekklesia to be a body of people who have been called out from the world and assembled (or 

gathered together) for a purpose… that purpose being to live out God’s will and purpose in the world. 

To be part of the church… to be a disciple of Jesus Christ, then, at its essential core means to be part of a 

larger gathering of disciples… we simply can’t live out our calling in isolation of one another. John 

Wesley, one of the founders of Methodism, not only recognized this reality, but went to great lengths to 

organize the Methodist communities into a tightly woven fabric of interpersonal relationships that would 

foster continual growth in faith and Christian discipleship. A pithy quote of Wesley reads, “‘Holy 

solitaries’ is a phrase no more consistent with the Gospel than holy adulterers. The Gospel of Christ 

knows no religion but social; no holiness, but social holiness.” 

So our challenge during these days of “social distancing” is to continue to strive toward “social 

holiness,” that is to find ways to continue to build one another up in love through prayer and 

communication. Telephone… email… Skype, Zoom, and other teleconferencing programs… none of 

these can fully replace face-to-face contact, but they can serve to prevent us from falling into the trap of 

trying to live the impossible-to-achieve life of a “holy solitary.” 

Following are the Revised Common Lectionary readings for today. Except for the 23
rd

 Psalm I’ve 

included the texts from the New International Version. There’s both an inherent familiarity and poetic 

quality to the King James rendering of that Psalm that’s unequalled in any other  translation, so that’s 

what I’ve provided you with. 

1 Samuel 16:1-13 

The LORD said to Samuel, “How long will you mourn for Saul, since I have rejected him as king 

over Israel? Fill your horn with oil and be on your way; I am sending you to Jesse of Bethlehem. I 

have chosen one of his sons to be king.” 

But Samuel said, “How can I go? If Saul hears about it, he will kill me.” 



The LORD said, “Take a heifer with you and say, ‘I have come to sacrifice to the LORD.’ Invite Jesse 

to the sacrifice, and I will show you what to do. You are to anoint for me the one I indicate.” 

Samuel did what the LORD said. When he arrived at Bethlehem, the elders of the town trembled 

when they met him. They asked, “Do you come in peace?” 

Samuel replied, “Yes, in peace; I have come to sacrifice to the LORD. Consecrate yourselves and 

come to the sacrifice with me.” Then he consecrated Jesse and his sons and invited them to the 

sacrifice. 

When they arrived, Samuel saw Eliab and thought, “Surely the LORD’s anointed stands here before 

the LORD.” 

But the LORD said to Samuel, “Do not consider his appearance or his height, for I have rejected him. 

The LORD does not look at the things people look at. People look at the outward appearance, but the 

LORD looks at the heart.” 

Then Jesse called Abinadab and had him pass in front of Samuel. But Samuel said, “The LORD has 

not chosen this one either.” Jesse then had Shammah pass by, but Samuel said, “Nor has the LORD 

chosen this one.” Jesse had seven of his sons pass before Samuel, but Samuel said to him, “The 

LORD has not chosen these.” So he asked Jesse, “Are these all the sons you have?” 

“There is still the youngest,” Jesse answered. “He is tending the sheep.” 

Samuel said, “Send for him; we will not sit down until he arrives.” 

So he sent for him and had him brought in. He was glowing with health and had a fine appearance 

and handsome features. 

Then the LORD said, “Rise and anoint him; this is the one.” 

So Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him in the presence of his brothers, and from that day 

on the Spirit of the LORD came powerfully upon David. Samuel then went to Ramah. 

Psalm 23 

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 

He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with 

me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; 

my cup runneth over. 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of 

the LORD for ever. 

Ephesians 5:8-14 

For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light (for the fruit 

of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) and find out what pleases the Lord. 

Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them. It is shameful even 



to mention what the disobedient do in secret. But everything exposed by the light becomes visible—

and everything that is illuminated becomes a light. This is why it is said: 

“Wake up, sleeper, 

    rise from the dead, 

    and Christ will shine on you.” 

John 9:1-41 

As [Jesus] went along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, 

this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” 

“Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this happened so that the works of God 

might be displayed in him. As long as it is day, we must do the works of him who sent me. Night is 

coming, when no one can work. While I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” 

After saying this, he spit on the ground, made some mud with the saliva, and put it on the man’s 

eyes. “Go,” he told him, “wash in the Pool of Siloam” (this word means “Sent”). So the man went 

and washed, and came home seeing. 

His neighbors and those who had formerly seen him begging asked, “Isn’t this the same man who 

used to sit and beg?” Some claimed that he was. 

Others said, “No, he only looks like him.” 

But he himself insisted, “I am the man.” 

“How then were your eyes opened?” they asked. 

He replied, “The man they call Jesus made some mud and put it on my eyes. He told me to go to 

Siloam and wash. So I went and washed, and then I could see.” 

“Where is this man?” they asked him. 

“I don’t know,” he said. 

They brought to the Pharisees the man who had been blind. Now the day on which Jesus had made 

the mud and opened the man’s eyes was a Sabbath. Therefore the Pharisees also asked him how he 

had received his sight. “He put mud on my eyes,” the man replied, “and I washed, and now I see.” 

Some of the Pharisees said, “This man is not from God, for he does not keep the Sabbath.” 

But others asked, “How can a sinner perform such signs?” So they were divided. 

Then they turned again to the blind man, “What have you to say about him? It was your eyes he 

opened.” 

The man replied, “He is a prophet.” 

They still did not believe that he had been blind and had received his sight until they sent for the 

man’s parents. “Is this your son?” they asked. “Is this the one you say was born blind? How is it that 

now he can see?” 

“We know he is our son,” the parents answered, “and we know he was born blind. But how he can 

see now, or who opened his eyes, we don’t know. Ask him. He is of age; he will speak for himself.” 

His parents said this because they were afraid of the Jewish leaders, who already had decided that 



anyone who acknowledged that Jesus was the Messiah would be put out of the synagogue. That was 

why his parents said, “He is of age; ask him.” 

A second time they summoned the man who had been blind. “Give glory to God by telling the 

truth,” they said. “We know this man is a sinner.” 

He replied, “Whether he is a sinner or not, I don’t know. One thing I do know. I was blind but now I 

see!” 

Then they asked him, “What did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?” 

He answered, “I have told you already and you did not listen. Why do you want to hear it again? Do 

you want to become his disciples too?” 

Then they hurled insults at him and said, “You are this fellow’s disciple! We are disciples of Moses! 

We know that God spoke to Moses, but as for this fellow, we don’t even know where he comes 

from.” 

The man answered, “Now that is remarkable! You don’t know where he comes from, yet he opened 

my eyes. We know that God does not listen to sinners. He listens to the godly person who does his 

will. Nobody has ever heard of opening the eyes of a man born blind. If this man were not from God, 

he could do nothing.” 

To this they replied, “You were steeped in sin at birth; how dare you lecture us!” And they threw 

him out. 

Jesus heard that they had thrown him out, and when he found him, he said, “Do you believe in the 

Son of Man?” 

“Who is he, sir?” the man asked. “Tell me so that I may believe in him.” 

Jesus said, “You have now seen him; in fact, he is the one speaking with you.” 

Then the man said, “Lord, I believe,” and he worshiped him. 

Jesus said, “For judgment I have come into this world, so that the blind will see and those who see 

will become blind.” 

Some Pharisees who were with him heard him say this and asked, “What? Are we blind too?” 

Jesus said, “If you were blind, you would not be guilty of sin; but now that you claim you can see, 

your guilt remains. 

 

A question we’ve probably all faced at one time or another is how a God of love allow so much human 

suffering in this world. Human history is rife with floods, earthquakes, wildfires, and other natural 

disasters; war brings forth death and destruction on combatants and civilians alike; disease and 

pestilence brings suffering and death to entire populations. In John’s gospel, Jesus encounters a man 

who was born blind, and that encounter (plus the enlarged conversation with his disciples surrounding 

that encounter) helps us to face the pain and suffering surrounding us. 

Seeing this sightless man the disciples asked Jesus, Whose sin caused this man’s blindness… him or his 

parents? And Jesus responded, Hey, sin’s not the point here… instead, we’ve got an opportunity for 

God’s power and glory to be lifted up. The disciples had been raised with the understanding  



that sin and suffering, injuries and handicaps, are all tied together; that all the hurts we humans 

experience are the direct result of human sin. Now, Jesus doesn’t deny that (we can trace it all back to 

the narrative of the Fall in Genesis 3, when Adam and Eve’s disobedience brought sin and death into the 

world). But not every hurt in this world is directly tied to an overt act of sin. 

To put it briefly, we can’t expect flawless in this world, and we can’t expect that God is going to 

intervene in every last situation to rectify all things to perfection. We live in a fallen, broken world. The 

full biblical narrative from Genesis to Revelation tells us that all we encounter is not as it was originally 

intended to be, nor is it today what it will be in the end. Brokenness is all around us, but so too is God 

with us in the midst of our plight. 

Psalm 23 reminds us that God shepherds us… giving us comfort and protection from the dangers that 

surround us. Notice that he doesn’t claim that God removes all evil and danger from the world (or even 

just from our sight), but that he is there with us in the face of whatever may threaten to harm us. 

In this case, however, Jesus does intervene in this man’s life to heal his affliction. He mixes his spit with 

clay from the ground, anoints the man’s eyes with the clay, and then sends him off to the pool called 

“Sent” to wash himself. When he returns, it is with full eyesight. But there’s more to this story than 

physical healing, miraculous as it is. There’s an entire layer of symbolic meaning we don’t want to miss. 

Returning again to Genesis, we see that God formed Adam (meaning “man” in Hebrew) from the dust, 

or clay, of the earth. From dust we came, to dust we shall return we read in Genesis 3:19; Ash 

Wednesday services remind us of our earth-bound origins and mortality without God raising us from 

them. God is the potter, Jeremiah writes; we are the clay. God molds us and shapes us after God’s 

fashion, not our own. The Apostle Paul describes us as earthen vessels or jars of clay. If you’re familiar 

with clay jars, you know they’re easily cracked or shattered. Hardened clay, even fired in a kiln, is not 

strong, so the message is that we are all weak and fragile. We are all made of clay that’s easily 

cracked… some of us we might even say are crackpots. 

So as Jesus presses this moldable clay over the man’s eyes, he’s saying through symbolic action that his 

sight is covered—his physical sight as well as his spiritual sight. His sight is blocked by the earthen clay 

of his fallen-ness… a brokenness that covers over his capacity to see spiritual truth. As Jesus sends him 

out stumbling in his own darkness to the pool called Sent, he’s sending him on a difficult journey 

fraught with unseen stumbling blocks; only when he reaches and enters the pool will sight come to him. 

Of course, his healing brings forth questioners and skeptics, chief among them the Pharisees. “How did 

you get your sight?” “He put mud in my eyes…” “He can’t be from God—he doesn’t keep the Sabbath.” 

For the Pharisees, it was ok on the Sabbath to spit on a rock, but not on the dirt—because spitting on dirt 

made mud, and mud-making was work, and work violated the Sabbath. Healing, too, was forbidden on 

the Sabbath—you could stabilize someone’s condition until after the Sabbath was over, but action that 

promoted healing violated the sanctity of the day. And spit itself was deemed to be medicinal, so 

anointing with salve was clearly a healing activity. So they rejected not only the wondrous healing work 

performed by Jesus, they rejected Jesus as one sent by God. 

The mans’ parents assert they know he was born blind, but refuse to be drawn in to any further 

discussion on his healing. Even the man stays away from any theological description of how Jesus 

effected his healing or the nature of Jesus himself. “Whether he’s a sinner or not, I don’t know. But one 

thing I do know. I was blind but now I see!” 

Now that’s bearing irrefutable witness to an act of divine intervention. He’s giving us a great model for 

sharing our own testimony to the world. He avoids the arguments surrounding the how and the why of 



Jesus having brought healing to him; he refuses to enter into speculation for why he was healed and not 

another… or why he was healed at this time and not another. “One thing I do know—I was blind but 

now I see.” In other words, “This was my situation… God stepped in… and now this is my new 

situation.” And that’s really our own best, irrefutable witness to the world: “I once was this and now I’m 

that, all thanks to Jesus.” 

This fallen world full of brokenness surrounds us, and Christ calls us to rise above it into new life… 

calls us into healing… calls us to be vessels, fragile though we may remain, to be filled with blessings to 

be poured out into the world to effect even more healing as God continues the divine work of setting all 

of creation right again. So, as we are confronted each day with more news of calamity may we also see 

with clarity that God’s healing yet continues and will eventually prevail. 

Be blessed, as you remain in our prayers, 

John 


