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Jesus Means Trouble
There is a commonly used equation in Christian parlance that goes like this: before I knew Jesus my life was a mess, it was difficult, even painful, and there were so many troubles. But now that I know Jesus my troubles are history. If you set it to a mathematical graph you can put knowing Jesus on a horizontal x axis and a trouble-free life on a vertical y axis, you can see that the more you know Jesus, the less troubles you have, the more your life improves. Point is, if you just know Jesus, your life will get better. 
This is a positive message, and true for some people. But one person for whom this is not true is the man born blind. When he was blind the world made sense for him and for the people around him. More specifically, the moral world made sense, and the physical world made sense. He was a sinner, and his blindness was his punishment. He was a professional beggar and, while it was not exactly shooting for the stars he and everyone else knew it was an appropriate vocation for a blind sinner. His parents understood this, his neighbors understood it, and his church leaders understood it too. And when Jesus’ disciples come upon him, it’s what they think too.
But for this man born blind, the day he meets Jesus is not the day his troubles end; it’s the day his troubles get started. When the disciples ask who they should blame for his blindness, the man or his parents, their assumption is that someone somewhere at some point did a bad thing, and this is the result of it. Jesus, however, says that neither the man nor his parents sinned. For Jesus the evil was not some unknown sin of the man or his parents; the evil was that good, religious people had walked by this man--or over him--for so many years and never offered to help. What is at issue for Jesus is the opportunity, and an urgent one at that, for making the transforming power of God known in this man’s life. The people and the disciples had it all wrong: the answer is not found by rummaging around the past for some lost sin; the answer is in the new future that God holds for him as a healed child of God. 

Don’t misunderstand: Jesus is not sugarcoating the man’s disability. The presence of evil is real in this man’s suffering from his blindness, it’s just that the only finger-pointing Jesus allows is at himself and his followers to take on the responsibility of addressing it personally. This means the task at hand is not the philosophical one of figuring out the problem of evil, but of engaging it with the healing compassion of Jesus himself. 
So Jesus does act immediately, and as chance would have it he heals this man on the Sabbath, the ancient day of rest. And wouldn’t you know it, the first response of the church leaders is not joy for the man, or relief for his family, or gratitude to Jesus. These clergy who have never once lifted a finger to help this blind man are angry that Jesus broke the rules.  

But this is only the beginning of the unraveling of this man’s life. His neighbors no longer recognize him or believe him, his family washes their hands of him out of fear of the clergy when they come calling; and when the clergy finally get a hold of him they interrogate him and then excommunicate him from the community. This is a bleak scene: in gaining the one thing he needs most--his sight, the man loses everything else as a result: his neighbors, his family, his trusted leaders, his faith community, even his job as a blind beggar--gone. 
You know where his story is going. It is not just about a man gaining his physical sight because Jesus heals him. It is about being encountered by Jesus and having your world turned upside down because it is easier to be blind than to see, to really see yourself and the world as they are--to have all your blindnesses healed by the Light of the world. All the areas where you walk in darkness, now there’s light on them, and it will either blind you or set you free for the first time in your life. 

When the man born blind received his sight, he saw for the first time that the moral order of his town was all mixed up, and everyone seemed to be blind to it. His physical blindness did not make him any more of a sinner than anybody else, and yet for all these years he had been denied access to the church because of some assumed sin, denied access to the church-run schools, denied access to the most basic expressions of human dignity, decency, and respect. He had been taught to hate himself, and to resent others for it. He saw for the first time that his church was in the business of exclusion; that his neighbors didn’t even have the faith of a mustard seed to believe what had happened to him, and probably liked him better as a beggar; that his own parents were too cowardly to stand up for their own son, too afraid to lose what little status they had in the community. Jesus had helped him to see the truth--in the people around him and in himself--and it was the most devastating gift he had ever received. He once was blind, but now, now he could see. 
My understanding of modern medical technology is limited to say the least, but there is a phenomenon that occurs when someone who has been blind or deaf for many years suddenly receives laser surgery that restores their sight or an advanced hearing device that restores their hearing. While it is of course like receiving a new lease on life, all patients have to go through a major adjustment period that is very painful; in effect their brains and bodies have to relearn or learn for the first time how to absorb, sift and translate all the new light, colors, sounds, and noises coming at them. For many it is terrifying to hear the sound of a siren for the first time, or to look in the mirror and see after all those years a face they barely recognize. The bottom line is that adjusting to the new sights and sounds that are now getting through is painful, and physically and emotionally exhausting.
The same phenomenon occurs within the human spirit. To have your sight restored and see all the parts of yourself, all the parts of your family, all the parts of your religion and your culture and your nation and your world revealed is like gaining the one thing you wanted the most, but then losing everything else because of it. Spouses and close friends often help us identify our blind spots too, I have found…The truth is, the process is painful, it is terrifying, it is exhausting. In biblical language, there is a cost to seeing the world it really is, and there is a cost to joining Jesus in addressing the broken parts. There is a death in saying goodbye to an old world view, even if it is the one that has held you captive for a long time. 
A friend of mine tells the story of learning a new song in church when she was a little girl that stuck in her head--about Jesus’ love for all people, red, brown, yellow, black, white--all the colors of the rainbow. That Sunday she met Jesus in that song, or better put he met her, and she saw him, and she knew who he was. That afternoon she went to her grandparents’ house for lunch as she had every Sunday of her life, and as she reached for a mug to use for some hot chocolate, her grandmother saw her and scolded her: “Not that one, dear, that one’s Sammy’s--it’s not clean.” Right in that moment, one that is indelibly etched in her memory, at only eight years old, she knew her grandparents treated some people with less dignity than others. For the first time in her life the blindness was lifted and she SAW with new eyes, with new sight, the truth around her. In her own family, the one that she was a part of and that was a part of her, in her own neighborhood, in her own culture, even in her own church, she could see a scary affliction of blindness that was contrary to the Light she saw in Jesus. It ran through her own blood, but she knew the cure because she had met him in the song that Sunday morning in church. 
One last story: on one bitterly cold morning in New York two leaders of a church went to check on the church’s building and grounds--to make sure the water was still running and the like. As they approached the front door they saw a body on the ground; and as they got closer they could see a homeless man had frozen to death right on their front porch, just outside their doors. At that moment the two of them both had the experience of being encountered by Jesus--they saw him--and they vowed never to let this happen again. And it was right at that moment that their troubles began. They started opening the church for coffee in the mornings, and they opened a shelter for homeless men to sleep at night. People were starting to come to come to the previously dying church; but not everyone on the church board could SEE that this was a need--after all, the homeless people weren’t members of the church and they certainly could not give money. Some of the neighbors on the street started calling the police, because while they thought helping was a good idea, they didn’t want the shelter in their back yards. The city lawyers came in and told the church it was violating zoning laws. Yes on the day that church met Jesus their troubles started up something fierce. But all along neighborhood, people were asking, “What’s going on down at 5th Ave. Church? Isn’t that the church that used to be blind?
The good news is that Jesus is the Light of the world who can open your eyes in a whole new way. But be careful; you’ll never rest easy again. When Jesus opens your eyes, it is not when your troubles end; it’s when they begin. 
Let’s go get into some trouble.
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