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Sermon for March 26, 2017 

Seeing Like Jesus 

John 9:1-12 & 34-41 

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

Bryan Dooley is a Disability Rights Advocate who was born with Cerebral            
Palsy. He uses a wheelchair for mobility, and uses a blog to help educate people               
about the rights of people with disabilities. Some of the advice he offers on his               
blog is directed at people in churches, like us. For example, he shares this story:  

“I recently had an experience at my church. A couple of weeks ago, before               
the service began, one of the church officials put his hand on my head (a gesture                
usually found to be against disability protocol). He began to compliment me and             
tell me how good he thought I was doing. I’m not the best at handling situations                
like this, because his intentions were harmless. It’s wonderful that he wanted to             
talk to me, but placing his hand on my head made me feel demeaned. I didn’t want                 
to overreact in fear that I would scare him off, and he wouldn’t want to have a                 
conversation with me again. So I chose to let the moment pass, while in hind-sight,               
that was probably a missed opportunity for an education. 
 

Generally speaking, my experience in my church has been pretty good. The            
greeters and ushers always receive me in a cordial fashion, along with the rest of               
the congregation. I attended Sunday school, up to the point of confirmation. The             
only thing I have left to do is to get married or become a priest. I know many other                   
people with disabilities that haven’t been as lucky in their religious experiences as             
me. Some congregations are still uncomfortable with disability, while others end           
up pitying the individual. Both of these are the wrong approaches, even though             
both ways of thinking come directly from the church.” 

 
Mr. Dooley then goes on to share that, “A long time ago, disability was              

equated with sin. The sin was either a transgression committed by the individual             
with the disability, or a member of his or her family.” 

(http://www.huffingtonpost.com/bryan-dooley-/observations-from-belowa_3_b_10336976.html) 

In our Gospel lesson this morning we hear an example of people who have              
this belief. When Jesus and his disciples see a man who has been blind from birth,                
the disciples turn to Jesus and ask, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents that                
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he was born blind?” The disciples, like other people of their time, believe that              
disabilities are the result of someone having committed a sin. Since this man has              
been blind from birth, it is likely that his parents are the one’s responsible. 

Jesus quickly dismisses the possibility that sin is the cause of this man’s             
disability, saying that neither the man nor his parents have sinned. Jesus then says,              
“As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” Jesus has come into the                    
world to help people see in a new way that involves love and compassion. This               
new way of seeing encourages people to stop judging others, and to reach out to               
those who have been excluded. 

Jesus demonstrates what this looks like when he approaches the man who is             
blind. Jesus makes a paste out of dirt and saliva and spreads it on the man’s eyes.                 
He then instructs the man to go and wash in the pool of Si-lo-am. The man does as                  
he has been instructed and returns to the group able to see. 

None of us have the ability to perform the kind of miracle that is described               
in this story, and yet each one of us has the ability to reveal God’s works of                 
compassion. We do this through our interactions with other people, including           
individuals with disabilities.  

Bryan Dooley’s experience in his church offers an invitation for us to reflect             
on how we, as a church, are doing in terms of welcoming persons with disabilities.               
Sometimes this welcome involves making sure that our church building is           
accessible to people with a variety of needs. This means providing wheel chair             
accessibility, offering hearing assistance devices, and making sure that we have           
good lighting. Over the years this church has made a number of alterations to this               
building in order to make it more accessible. While all of those improvements are              
good, we should never stop asking ourselves, “Is there more that we can do to               
make this building accessible and safe?” 

Making people feel welcome also involves treating all people with dignity           
and respect. Bryan Dooley shares how shocked he was when another member of             
his church placed his hand on Bryan’s head. That is an action that adults              
sometimes do to children. In fact, I do it all the time with my six-year-old son.                
Bryan Dooley reminds us that patting an adult on the head is demeaning. As is,               
offering a condescending compliment.  

The Utah State Center for Persons with Disabilities suggests that if someone            
is in a wheelchair the best thing to do is sit down and make eye contact. Always                 
speak to the other person directly and not through someone else. Take time to get               
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to know that person on his or her own terms and respect boundaries.  

The Center for Persons with Disabilities also offers this advice: “Most of us             
are poor listeners. When someone has a speech impairment, take your time and             
listen. Don’t try to always finish their sentence. That can be difficult when you are               
in a hurry, but never pretend to understand if you do not - - it is acceptable to say                   
so. If the person has a visual impairment, identify yourself and let them know              
where you are.” (http://www.cpdusu.org/about/committee/awareness/) 

It is also important to never label an individual by his or her disability. I               
think this may have been happening in the life of the man in our Bible story. Even                 
though this man has lived in that community his entire life, his neighbors don’t              
recognize him after he receives his sight. Could it be possible that these people had               
determined that the only mark of his identity was his blindness? Was that the only               
thing they ever saw? Did they refer to him as the blind beggar? 

 It is good for us to reflect on how we identify, and come to know other                
people. As I shared with the children this morning, every one of us is different               
from everyone else. It is never appropriate to identify another person according to a              
characteristic.  

While the people in the community saw the man as a blind beggar…Jesus             
saw him as a beloved child of God. Rather than ignoring the man, Jesus              
approached him with deep compassion. Through their interaction, the man received           
not only his physical sight, but also encouragement and empowerment. We have            
the ability to encourage and empower one another. 

In reflecting on this story the Reverend Kathryn Matthews writes: “In the            
story of the healing of a ‘man born blind,’ John uses “seeing” as a metaphor for                
believing, for coming to see past outward appearances to the truth in the heart of               
things.” 

Those individuals who are quote “blind” are the ones who hold so tightly to              
their rigid beliefs that they have lost compassion for others.  

To “see” is to reach out in loving-compassion to all of our neighbors. It              
involves inviting people into community, and treating each person with dignity and            
respect.  

In the words of Bryan Dooley, “People with disabilities aren’t automatically           
sinners or saints, we’re all on the same journey…Jesus didn’t treat (people with             
disabilities) any differently than the rest of the crowd. Churches should follow            
 



4 
 

Jesus’ example of inclusion. The route to universal acceptance is getting on the             
right track, and we should have every opportunity to explore our spirituality in a              
harmonious environment, if we choose to do so. That’s how I roll on Sundays… 

Thank you Jesus and Bryan Dooley for helping us to see more clearly.             
Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 


