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“Where Jesus Walked: Among the Suffering” 

Text: John 9:1-12 

 

This morning we continue our Lenten sermon series following the steps of Jesus.  We have 

followed him into the wilderness as we explored our own wilderness places.  We journeyed to 

Samaria and the uncomfortable conversations with those who seem different from us.  This 

morning as we continue to follow, Jesus guides us to those places that make us a bit 

uncomfortable.  Let us dare to take those challenging steps together as we begin with prayer:  

 

God of all that is seen and unseen, Creator of it all, you have filled your world with beauty 

and goodness.  Give us fresh eyes to see that goodness in unexpected places. Open our eyes 

to see not with human eyes, but from your perspective that each day may be filled with 

delight and appreciation.  Amen.  

 

J. Henri Fabre was a French teacher and naturalist, most noted for his work in entomology, the 

study of insects.  One of his best-known experiments involved Pine Processionary caterpillars. 

These caterpillars inhabit pine trees and seek out food as a group.  They travel in single file, head 

to tail touching, with the first one leaving behind a trail of silk for the others to follow.   

 

One day Fabre noticed the caterpillars climbing onto the top of a vase in his greenhouse.  When 

they reached the top of the vase, they began a circular path around the top.  Once the top was 

filled with caterpillars, Fabre removed the ones still climbing up the side and waited to see what 

would happen.  The remaining caterpillars on the top began to make a circular loop around and 

around.  Hour after hour they traced the endless loop head to tail.  No caterpillar dared to break 

the loop and venture in a new direction.  Fabre reasoned that the caterpillars lacked the 

“rudimentary glimmers of reason which would advise them to abandon [this path.]”  Around and 

around they went doing the same thing without ever finding the food or shelter they needed.  

 

We might give the Pine Processionary caterpillars a bit of leeway given their limited brain 

function, but it makes me wonder if there isn’t a bit of caterpillar brain in each of us.  It is 

reminiscent of Robert Frost’s poem, “The Road Not Taken.”  Standing at a fork in the road, a 

decision has to be made.  Which route should be chosen?  After careful examination of the 

options, the poem concludes with those the familiar words,   

 

 I shall be telling this with a sigh  

  Somewhere ages and ages hence:  

  Two roads diverged in a wood, and I---  

  I took the one less traveled by,  

  And that has made all the difference.  



While there is something within us that calls us to be like the Pine Processionary caterpillars, to 

keep on the familiar path, sometimes there is that invitation that calls us out of our comfort zones 

to explore new territory, to experience something new, to dare to try that road less traveled.  

 

Jesus was often leading his disciples to do just that.  That is certainly the case in this morning’s 

reading.  It will happen on multiple levels.  Jesus is going to take the disciples out of their 

comfort zone in by their actions but also their way of understanding the world. 

    

The story begins as Jesus is entering a new town.  If this city was like most of that time, it would 

have been surrounded by a wall.  This wall was designed not only for protection, but also as a 

way of indicating who was allowed inside and who had to be outside.  And these groups could 

change depending upon circumstances.  Inside the city were the people who lived and worked 

and were deemed clean by social standards.  Outside the city were the unclean.  These were 

likely people who at one time had lived within the safety of the city, but circumstances had led to 

their banishment.  They got sick.  They developed a disease.  Something happened and those 

who had once known the safety of the city were no on the outside looking in.  

   

This ostracism led to even more difficult circumstances.  Because they were considered unclean, 

they were not permitted to touch or even approach the people entering and leaving the city.  They 

had to stand a good distance away and call out to those coming and going in the hopes that they 

might take pity on them and offer a bit of food or money.  They had to beg for their living.  In 

most cases, the people entering and leaving ignored the cries of those living outside.  It leads one 

to question who the real blind person is in this story.  Is it the person who cannot see or the 

person who refuses to see?  

 

Jesus will be different.  He comes near to those who are hurting.  Not just in this story, but over 

and over again.  He eats with the sinners and tax collectors.  He has conversations with those 

who are living on the fringes.  He befriends those who are typically ignored.  Jesus seems to 

intentionally step out of his comfort zone to engage with those who are forgotten and 

overlooked.  He will touch the untouchables.  

 

In this particular story, there is no indication that the blind man has called out to Jesus.  What 

draws Jesus’ attention to the man is an important question from the disciples.  They want to 

know who sinned that this man was born blind?  The question is based upon a common 

understanding equating sin and disease.  If the man is suffering either he or someone around him 

must have done something to deserve this.    

 

Such thinking is appreciated by those who are healthy.  Their health is an indication that they are 

living right.  But for those who are suffering, such thinking only compounds the suffering.  Not 

only are they judged for having some unknown flaw, but now they are sick as well.  Such 

thinking always favors those who are well at the expense of those who suffer.    

 

Although modern advances in science and medicine have largely pointed out the fallacy of such 

thinking, there are still moments when such a mentality prevails.  Some tragedy occurs and there  

are voices that say that it is God’s judgement for some perceived wrongdoing.  Socially, we still 

experience this when the working poor are told that if they just worked harder they would be 



better off.  Or, as one recent politician put it, if they would just forgo purchasing a cell phone 

they could afford health care.  Whether it is one’s health or finances, such statements, like those 

of the first century, only serve to blame those who are already suffering.  In that regard we 

haven’t come very far.  

 

The disciple asks the question, “Who sinned that this man was born blind?”  Any simple answer 

will be problematic.  If Jesus says that the man’s blindness is the result of a sin by his parents or 

someone other than him, then God appears vindictive teaching a lesson to the parents at the 

child’s expense.  That doesn’t match with a God of love.    

 

And if Jesus answers that the blindness is the man’s own responsibility, remember that he had 

been blind since birth.  What could he have possibly done before he was born that would merit 

such punishment.  Neither of these answers is suitable.  

 

But Jesus is comfortable to live in the ambiguity and mystery of life.  Seldom are there easy 

answers.  Sometimes good people suffer.  Sometimes those we perceive as bad people 

prosper.  The issue isn’t found in trying to find a simple cause and effect.  The important thing is 

to reach out in loving kindness those living on the fringes of society.  Jesus refuses to walk by 

and ignore this man like most people do on a daily basis.  He cares.  He cares enough to stretch 

out his hand, touch the untouchable man and heal his blindness. 

  

This morning we read only the first portion of this story.  It continues for 29 more verses.  And 

most of those verses are dedicated to trying to figure out how this healing took place.  Some 

suggest that the man might not really have been blind.  Why would the man put himself through 

this isolation and suffering if he weren’t really blind?  So much time and energy is spent trying to 

figure out how it happened, that we can overlook the more important aspect, what Jesus is trying 

to teach us in this event.  This isn’t a how-to on the ways to heal a blind person.  It is about how 

to relate to one another.  It is an invitation for each of us to step out of our comfort zones and 

reach out to those around us.  

 

In many ways, this is exactly what our mission work invites us to do.  It is easy to be so busy in 

our daily lives that we find no time for those who are hurting and suffering around us.  But every 

mission we do is an opportunity to see the people who are often overlooked, the folks who are 

calling out hoping that someone will hear their call, the people who long to know that someone 

cares.  

 

Several years ago I participated with others at the UMCOR distribution center in Louisiana.  Our 

task was to take the flood buckets and other items sent from churches throughout the United 

States and organize them so they were ready wherever there was an emergency.  I was grateful 

that it was the kind of work that my young son could participate in.  Together, we filled the 

buckets with supplies that would be needed in the event of floods or other disasters.    

 

Months later, my son and I were watching the evening news.  One of the stories detailed a 

community that had been flooded.  My son said to me, “Dad, our buckets are going there!”  He 

had made the connection.  There was a community in need and we were able to help there 

because of the United Methodist Committee on Relief.    



The same is true with the work that we did in Guatemala last week.  I am grateful for the support 

that enabled us to send a team of eleven individuals from this church to work there.  We had to 

leave our comfort zones, experiencing a new country, a new language, different customs and 

different needs.    

 

Last Tuesday morning we loaded a van and made our way up the mountain through the winding 

roads.  When we turned off the main road onto a well packed gravel road, we could see our 

destination in the distance.  But to get there, we had do descend into the valley and back up the 

narrow hillside.  The community where we did most of our work was quite isolated.    

 

But when we pulled into the school, one of our members commented that we were greeted like 

rock stars.  The children were delighted that we were there.  They celebrated our arrival.  We 

spent the next four days working to improve bathroom facilities in the school.  In the near future, 

with the help of other groups working, there will be bathrooms and sinks for the children 

attending school.  There will also be a separate area for the teachers including a shower facility 

since some of them travel long distances to work there.  The principal drives his motorcycle on 

the winding mountainous roads an hour and a half each way between his home and school.  

 

We worked hard on the project we had been assigned.  And along the way, we found time to 

build relationships with the local co-workers even engaging them in some playful games of 

soccer during break times.  We built relationships with the local school children, always finding 

that their endless playfulness wore us out more than the work we were doing.  We built 

relationships with the teachers and volunteers, getting to know them and the important work they 

do every day.  It was a good experience and there will be much more to share in the coming 

months.  

 

But when I returned home, I found a letter from a friend who has worked at Mission Guatemala 

on a couple of occasions.  He mentioned that he enjoyed seeing our adventures there and that he 

wished he had been there with us.  I did too, my friend.  He added this insight.  We think we are 

going to Guatemala to help those in need there only to find that when we reflect upon our time 

there, we discover that we were the ones being helped most.    

 

The twist to the story of the gospel story is that the community around him has identified the 

man as the blind man.  But what we find out is that there is another sort of blindness.  It is the 

blindness that fails to see new ways of living, new ways of relating to one another.  It is the 

blindness that is caught in the familiar patterns of behaving, unwilling to step out of their 

comfort zone and live differently.  The religious leaders were the ones lacking in sight.  They 

have vision but they cannot truly see.  They are missing the things that are right there before their 

eyes.   

 

Jesus is offering sight to all those living there, not simply the man living outside the 

gate.  Unfortunately, as the story ends, the blind man has been healed but those within the city 

remain blind to the possibilities before them.  The question for those who dare to walk where 

Jesus walked is are we willing to be open to a new way of seeing things, open to new 

possibilities of relating to one another, receptive to the insights that God offers all those who 

dare to step out in faith to a new pathway.  


