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March 6, 2016 
Fourth Sunday of Lent 
 
Everyone has a theory.  Everybody who is party to this amazing story of joy and healing has a theory about what 
happened here, and the only theory that is ruled out from the start is the obvious and correct one—namely, that 
God can work miracles.  And the reason we can’t entertain such a theory as that is that we can’t explain it on 
rational, scientific terms.  And whatever we don’t understand can’t be true, right?  Let us list the catalogue of 
wrong theories that were advanced in this story. 

Theory #1 
The man was born blind because God deliberately made him that way on account of somebody’s sin.  That’s not 
true, but it comforts us to pretend that there’s a logical explanation for great misfortune.  It gives us a better sense 
of being in control of sad situations.  And even though we have to create a warped picture of God in order to make 
this theory “work,” we’d prefer to do that rather than to admit bewilderment in the face of tragic mystery.  Why 
was this man born blind?  It seems too unsettling to be content with the answer, “I don’t know.”  Why do bad 
things happen to good people?  Why the cancer?  Why the stroke?  Why the car crash?  Why the mental illness or 
Alzheimer’s?  How ready are we to say, “I don’t know.”?  That’s a very humble, honest, holy answer. 

Theory #2 
The man can see now because he wasn’t really the same man who we thought was once blind.  It’s just someone 
who looks like him.  Mystery solved.  Except for the testimony from the man himself that it really is he.  So let’s 
try again. 

Theory #3 
Whoever this Jesus is he is not a man from God, since he doesn’t follow the rules of the Sabbath.  Therefore, it 
must be an evil spirit in him, and we may condemn him.  Far better to attack the character of a person we don’t 
understand than to open our religious prejudices to re-consideration, or to admit a blind spot in our 
understanding (so to speak).  What are we to make of the people who don’t conform to our prescriptions of 
what is “normal”?  What about those Muslims?  Those immigrants?  Those refugees?  Those former Catholics 
who have left the church?  Or even those liberals or conservatives?  How ready are we to say “I don’t know?” 
rather than to spin a hateful theory about all that?  What a generous response that would be, and what a 
profound act of trust in the face of mystery. 

Theory #4 
This allegedly blind man is lying.  He was never born blind in the first place.  So let us call in his parents to testify 
against him.  The only problem here is that the parents can’t do that.  The best they can come up with is “We 
don’t know.”  It was a cowardly answer, but at least it was not a dishonest one. 

Theory #5 
We must have misheard what this formerly blind man told us the first time we asked him about this.  So let’s call 
him back in to report the incident all over again.  But it turns out that’s wrong too.  And worse than that, the 
tables here started to turn and the momentum is now on the side of the formerly blind man, so much so that he 
seems to be mocking us because of all these stupid theories of ours.  He’s turning to sarcasm and he too is the 
one who keeps responding with “I don’t know” to all of our questions of how and why and who.  That’s not the 
kind of answer we are ready to accept. 
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Theory #6 
Which really takes us back to theory #1.  This man is a sinner, and therefore we are not bound to believe 
anything he says, and so we may throw him out rather than confront honestly the testimony that he offers, the 
testimony that seems to expose us as confused or even ignorant about the very things we claim to know so 
much about—namely, God and religion.  And just to make it a perfect Biblical number, let us conclude with, 

Theory #7 
We are not the blind ones here.  We see!  We know and understand.  We are not confounded by any mystery 
when it comes to God.  So the vocabulary of “I don’t know” is unacceptable to us when it comes to questions of 
religious faith and practice.  But it’s this very claim to have figured it all out that shuts off the possibility of 
miracles.  It’s what makes God so small as to be no greater than our poor brains and imagination, and that is 
very small, and it is why it is so necessary and so humbling—as part of our Lenten attempts at conversion—to 
rediscover the marvel and beauty of three small words: “I don’t know.”  As this gospel reminds us so powerfully, 
those can be very holy words.   

It requires an act of faith to let go of false securities and to stand before the presence of the Holy Mystery 
without pat answers to all the questions of our spirits.  It’s an act of discipleship to de-center ourselves as the 
ultimate interpreters of who God is and what God supposedly can and cannot do among us and others.  It is an 
act of worship simply to welcome goodness and truth and beauty into our lives and into our community 
whenever they appear, however they appear and with whomever they appear.  And it’s especially faithful to do 
that in those moments when we can’t fully understand it.   

The whole story of Christianity begins with bewilderment and the lack of an explanation.  It begins with an 
empty tomb on Easter Sunday morning and the question of where this dead Jesus has been taken and the 
response from the holy women saying “We don’t know.”  That most honest and humble confession is one that 
we can all cultivate more fully during this season of Lent.  Miracles are able to happen in the midst of what we 
have not already decided cannot happen.  And getting rid of our pride and presumption is the beginning of 
opening up a space for God to work beyond our imaginations and our bad theories that constrict him.  This time 
of repentance is meant to create an opportunity for miraculous dreams to come true. 


