Sunday 23rd April – Matt 9:27-34

Blindfolds
Welcome
Ps 146
Opening prayer
Family News – keep masks on while we sing
14 All things bright and beautiful (if you can)
Continue with masks on while we pray
Prayer box
443 Open our eyes, Lord – read out words so people know them
Remove masks–How was that experience of being blind?  What did you miss?  what did you notice?  
‘Was blind but now I see’ 
19 Amazing Grace + offering
Prayer for offering, thanksgiving for giving us eyes to see and ears to hear
Prayer for children + sermon
42 Be thou my vision
Children out
Reading: Matt 9:27-34

What is blindness?  
Two dictionary definitions: ‘unable to see; having severely impaired or absolutely no sense of sight’ or, alternatively, ‘unwilling or unable to perceive or understand’ – we talk about ‘being blind to someone’s faults’, for example.
Some of us might have come into contact with people in the first category.  We have experienced it a bit ourselves in the last half an hour.  We know that that experience was different to the experience of people who have lived with it all their lives; you knew it was a temporary state we could change at any time, you had the memory of your surroundings to be able to picture the things you couldn’t see at the moment, while they have adapted and developed ways of being aware of their surroundings that perhaps we have not.  They say that your other senses become heightened when you live with blindness – however true that may be, there is certainly a reliance on things like touch and hearing that we just don’t have when we can simply ‘see’.  
And then that other type of blindness.  I’m fairly sure we all know people in the second category.  Those who just can’t ‘see’ what is blatantly obvious to us.  And I’ll talk about that a bit this morning, but I want you to realise that this type of blindness isn’t something that only happens to other people – it happens to us, too.  So let’s not focus on ‘them’ who are blind, but I want you to consider – where are you blind?  ‘Unwilling or unable to perceive or understand’?
Do you know anyone who is ‘blind to someone else’s faults’?  I have a few facebook friends who are in fairly new relationships, and regularly someone will post about something that their new partner is doing and others will say “Stop!”  The woman who says, “My partner has come home drunk every night for the last month, sometimes he hits me, but he’s always sorry in the morning, I just want to know how to help him.”  And everyone else can see that this is not a healthy relationship, but she just can’t see it.  Are there people in your life where you just have that blind spot?  Where others might say “What she is doing is wrong” but you just refuse to listen?  Do your eyes need to be opened before someone gets hurt?
What about someone who is blind to their own faults?  I’m sure we’ve all heard of, even if we don’t know personally, the person who ‘doesn’t have a drinking problem’ or who ‘just likes their food’ even though everyone can see it is killing them.  It is easy to blame others when something goes wrong, a relationship breaks down, a conflict occurs.  It is easy to make excuses for ourselves when we do things that are not quite right, to persuade ourselves that it is ok.  There are all sorts of things that we do wrong; no one is perfect.  But when there are things we consistently and habitually do that are wrong towards others or towards ourselves, and we don’t even notice, we have a problem.  What is it about you that everyone else sees but you do not?  We should examine ourselves, and ask for God to open our eyes to our faults.  
We can be blind to suffering.  To close our eyes.  To ignore what we don’t want to see.  Sometimes it’s a defence mechanism.  When we think of suffering in the world it becomes too big, too difficult.  We don’t know how to deal with it, so we close our eyes.  We don’t understand it, so we close our eyes.  I’m sure we have all done it, and that’s not a criticism because I certainly have.  I still do, at times.  Otherwise we would become overwhelmed.  But that’s really not the answer.  Being blind to a problem doesn’t make the problem go away.  It just stops us feeling like we have to deal with it.  If everyone did that, those suffering would remain suffering, and nothing would ever change.  This has happened, and is still happening, in issues like racism, homelessness, disability, even the LGBT stuff.  I’m not going to go into the rights and wrongs of that debate, but I can assure you it comes with a heck of a lot of suffering.  It’s easy to close our eyes to that and say, ‘it’s nothing to do with me’.  When we are not the ones who have to put a chain on the door for fear of the police.  We are not the ones who have to endure ridicule and name calling on the bus.  We are not the ones who don’t dare to show people who we really are for fear of judgement.  We have the privilege of shutting our eyes and being ‘unwilling to perceive and understand’.  
But it is not only the negative that people can be blind to, intentionally or unintentionally.  Yes, sometimes ‘love is blind’ – but we can also be ‘blinded by hate’.  When someone has hurt us we can be blind to their good points and blind to their point of view.  We can see nothing but the pain they have caused us.  We assume the worst spin on every action, word or look.  Have you ever been around someone who irritates you so much that as soon as they start talking you shut off – you don’t hear what they are saying, however valid (or valuable) it might be.  We are blinded by our own opinions of them.
And likewise we can be blind to the good things in the world.  There are times in our lives that we might describe as ‘dark times’ – have you ever felt that?  And in these times, it is not that there is no goodness there, it is that we have become blind to it.  Blinded by grief, depression, exhaustion – we become blind to the beauty of creation, which no longer appeals to us.  Blind to the love of family, which stifles and irritates.  Blind to the joy of fellowship, which induces anxiety.  Blind to the blessing of health, when all we want to do is stay in bed.  Blind even to the help around us while we think we have to ‘do it all’.  May God open our eyes.
And finally, we can be blind to God.  I would hope that for many of us here, total blindness to God’s existence is something we only see in others.  We look on and say, “How can they not see that God is real?”.  We can see their unwillingness to see God as a form of defence mechanism too – if God is real then there are demands on their lives they don’t want to have to deal with.  But we too can still be blind to his work, in us and around us.  We can be blind to him walking amongst us in the lives and the spirits of those we meet.  
Coming back to our story.  Jesus was surrounded by crowds who thought he was a miracle worker, by Pharisees who thought he was a fraud, by disciples who were honest enough to realise they didn’t know quite what he was.  And there were these two blind men. 
There is a big difference between the two definitions of blindness.  Because, unlike many of the rest of us who have blind spots we don’t notice, these men knew that they were blind.  You can’t go through life missing such a basic experience without realising it.  We don’t know whether they had been born blind, or whether they had lost their sight over time, whether their physical lack heightened their spiritual sensitivity, but they could certainly ‘see’ things that others could not.  They could follow Jesus in spite of not being physically able.  They recognised in him not just one who could make them see but one who was sent from God for the salvation of Israel - the Son of David, the Messiah.  
Jesus was never blind to the suffering of others.  Although he worked in different ways and different timing, he never ignored the problem.  But I wonder, as the blind men followed him down the road shouting to him, whether they wondered if he was deaf?  He must have heard them – and yet he didn’t respond.  But when they came to him later, in the privacy of the house, he was willing to see them and deal with their problem.  
He touched them at the cause of their trouble.  He opened their eyes for them.  He restored their sight.  Jesus brings shalom into their lives - I love that word.  It is sometimes translated as ‘peace’ – but it means harmony, wholeness, completeness, welfare.  And this is what Jesus offers.  Not only was their sight restored, but by doing so they had a more complete view of the world; changed relationships; they were no longer dependent but enabled; they could do what they wanted, go where they wanted, contribute in the way they wanted.  Their lives were made more complete.  And the key thing I want us to remember is that they were not able to do this for themselves.  
It sounds obvious – but it is important.  Because when we think of the types of blindness we might suffer from, there are two responses we might have.  The first is, “Not me!  I don’t have any blind spots.”  Paul says in 1 Corinthians, “If you think you are standing firm, be careful you don’t fall.”  I think most of us will have a blind spot somewhere in our lives, whether or not we recognise it.  The second response is, “I’d better fix that.”  Now it’s great to recognise that things are wrong, but we need to also realise that sometimes we are not just unwilling to perceive these things, but unable.  We can’t cure our own blindness.  Only God can open our eyes.
So my first challenge to you this morning is to ask God to give sight to your blindness.  To open your eyes to the faults and the virtues of others, not for judgement but for health.  To open your eyes to your own faults and virtues, that you might deal with them and become the person he wants you to be.  To open your eyes to the world, that you might take your Godly place in it, and see its bounty.  And to open your eyes to Him – to recognise him at work in each and every situation.
…
And then what?
Two things.  The men went out and proclaimed what Jesus had done.
And the very next minute, Jesus healed a man who was unable to speak.  
Jesus had warned the men not to say anything.  But such good news couldn’t be kept to themselves – it had to be shared.  Jesus didn’t just open eyes to see, but opened mouths to speak.  We sang in our very first hymn, all things bright and beautiful – “He gave us eyes to see them, and lips that we might tell, how great is God Almighty who has made all things well.”  We sang in our second hymn, “Open our eyes, Lord, we want to see Jesus… to say that we love him.”  We sang in our third hymn, “I once was lost but now am found, was blind but now I see.”  And this cries out to be proclaimed in the world, doesn’t it?  When we receive sight from God, that is good news, it needs to be shared!
Not everyone will listen, and we will hear more about in the coming weeks.  The Pharisees were blinded by their tradition and their distrust of Jesus; unwilling and unable to perceive that God was at work.  They may have seen everyone else’s faults, but they didn’t see their own.  They didn’t see the suffering of the people in front of them.  They didn’t see the good that Jesus was doing or God’s presence in him.  Their blindness led to their response of anger and distrust.  
But for us, the revelation of God needs to lead to the proclamation of God.  The opening of our eyes brings that shalom, that wholeness in our life and our understanding of ourselves, of each other, of the world.  When we see others as God sees them, when we see the world as he sees the world, we are encouraged to love as he loves.  When we see ourselves as God sees us, we are strengthened to live by his ways and speak his truth.  And when we see God as God reveals himself to us, we are enabled to worship and proclaim him to anyone who has ears to hear.
What if those Pharisees had had their eyes open to the faults in others, not to criticise but to help and support?  What if they had had their eyes open to their own faults, to approach others in humility?  What if they had had their eyes open to the suffering of the blind, and the mute – would they not have rejoiced at the good they had received?  And what if they had had their eyes open to God, to see that Jesus worked through his power and showed his love?  What might they have thought?  What might they have proclaimed?
I want to leave you with a quote that has had a profound effect on me.  It was written by Terry Pratchett, who was definitely an atheist although not quite as militant about it as some.  He imagines this discussion between a witch, Granny Weatherwax (who is a typical heroine of these books) and Mr Oats, a priest of the god Om (who in this story is a well-meaning if somewhat vague assistant).  It is a fictitious story, and we might not agree with it’s whole attitude towards people we disagree with, but it says something about the way we proclaim the gospel.
Then Granny said, ‘It’s no good you trying to make me believe in Om, though.’
‘Om forbid that I should try, Mistress Weatherwax.  I haven’t even given you a pamphlet, have I?’
‘No, but you’re trying to make me think, “oo, what a nice young man, his god must be something special if nice young men like him helps old ladies like me,” aren’t you?’
‘No.’
‘Really?  Well, it’s not working.  People you can believe in, sometimes, but not gods.  And I’ll tell you this, Mister Oats…’
He sighed. ‘Yes?’
She turned to face him, suddenly alive.  ‘It’d be as well for you if I didn’t believe,’ she said, prodding him with a sharp finger. ‘This Om… anyone seen him?’
‘It is said that three thousand people witnessed his manifestation at the Great Temple when he made the Covenant with the prophet Brutha and saved him from death by torture on the iron turtle –‘
‘But I bet that now they’re arguing about what they actually saw, eh?’
‘Well indeed, yes, there are many opinions-‘
‘Right.  Right. That’s people for you.  Now if I’d seen him, really there, really alive, it’d be in me like a fever.  If I thought there was some god who really did care two hoots about people, who watched ‘em like a father and cared for ‘em like a mother… well, you wouldn’t catch me sayin’ things like “There are two sides to every question,” and “We must respect other people’s beliefs.” You wouldn’t find me just being gen’rally nice in the hope that it’d turn out right in the end, not if that flame was burning in me like an unforgivin’ sword.  And I did say burnin’, Mister Oats, ‘cos that’s what it’d be.  You say that you people don’t burn folk and sacrifice people any more, but that’s what true faith would mean, y’see?  Sacrificin’ your own life, one day at a time, to the flame, declarin’ the truth of it, workin’ for it, breathin’ the soul of it.  That’s religion.  Anything else is just… is just bein’ nice.  And a way of keepin’ in touch with the neighbours.’
Carpe Jugulum, pp. 348-349 
 
When God has opened our eyes to see, does it produce in us a flame that burns within us, that needs to be spoken?  Yes, with respect, and understanding, and sensitivity.  But the world needs to know about ‘a god who really does care two hoots about people, who watches them like a father and cares for them like a mother.’  It needs to know about the God who has opened our eyes, and can open theirs too.
Let us pray.
Lord, I have asked before but I ask again, would you open our eyes?  Would you open our eyes to see those things we are unwilling or unable to see about ourselves, about others, about the world around us.  And would you give us wisdom to respond to those things.  Would you give us strength to proclaim that you are Lord, to tell the Gospel, to show by word and action the love that you have for the world you have made.  May we no longer be blinded by love, by self-interest, by hate or by humanity but may we see and enjoy the shalom wholeness of sight and understanding that enables us to speak of your grace and mercy.  Open our eyes, and open our mouths, to glorify your name.  Amen.

520 Tell out, my soul

As we go from here may our eyes be opened to see the glory of God, and our mouths to proclaim it.  May the blessing of God Almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be with us all, evermore.  Amen.
