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The story is told of a preacher long ago who made a bet with his friends that he could get his horse to walk up 
the stairs in his house.  He won the bet when the horse did exactly that.  But when he tried to coax the horse to 
come back down the stairs, it wouldn’t move.  So the preacher covered the horse’s head and led him down.  In 
doing so, he realized that covering part or all of a horse’s vision could encourage the horse to take chances that 
it normally would not take.   

That story is offered up, whether it’s true or not, as the reason that even today horses often wear blinders, 
those square leather patches on the sides of their eyes, in order to keep them focused on exactly where they are 
going.  They force the horse to concentrate on what is in front of it, rather than what is beside or behind.  This is 
why we regularly see them used on race horses.  Unlike human beings, horses’ eyes are on the sides of their 
heads rather than in front.  This gives them great peripheral vision but it also makes it easy for them to become 
distracted or spooked, or to run off course because of something they see off yonder.   

The image of those blinders can be useful to us in making some sense of our readings today, especially this 
Gospel of Matthew which can seem to be bit baffling and easy to misunderstand.  But there is both a helpful and 
an unhelpful way to think about blinders.  The helpful way is this:  Jesus in his teaching to his disciples is clearly 
warning them to stay focused on the one thing they are being sent out to do, mainly, proclaiming the Good 
News of the Kingdom of God.  There is nothing more important than that, and sometimes nothing that is more 
demanding.  It is more important than family, friends, parents and children, and even life itself.  And unless they 
are very clear about that, and we too, there will always be some sort of distraction that will threaten to direct 
our attention elsewhere as the primary purpose of their discipleship, and ours.  To accept the mission of Jesus is, 
in some sense, to accept the blinders that require us to stay true to what matters most.  There are many other 
things out there that matter, of course, some that matter a lot, like family and friends, life and health, parents 
and children.  But not one of those is God or Jesus’ mission.  If that seems like a rather stern teaching, well, it is.   

And we all know that there are plenty of other kinds of distractions out there that aren’t even good, and that 
not only don’t matter but are positively destructive in leading us into selfishness and isolation:  Things like 
compulsive use of electronic devices, or the internet, or TV, or shopping or the use of alcohol or food or drugs or 
whatever other momentary pleasure you can think of.  Those Christian blinders are meant to keep us focused on 
the one thing that matters, Jesus Christ and the one who sent him.   

But here’s where the image of the blinders is not so helpful and can be, and sometimes is, descriptive of a false 
kind of discipleship. Because a horse’s blinders solves the problem of distraction by shutting everything else out, 
by covering over—literally—everything that is going on to the side and to the rear—by extinguishing what is a 
horse’s natural peripheral vision.  But a truly Christian kind of focus is meant to do just the opposite.  By being 
absolutely fixed on the most important thing, we are by that very fact, to have our vision widened, broadened 
and deepened…because this mission isn’t about me alone. 

That’s why the second half of this gospel is just as important as the first half.  A truly Christian focus is the one 
that receives the prophet, welcomes the righteous person, and maybe most importantly, “gives only a cup of 
water to one of these little ones to drink, because the little one is a disciple.”  These blinders are meant to make 
us ever more sensitive and aware of the people travelling beside us, and perhaps especially, of those being left 
behind.  These are not just theoretical religious ideas in the midst of a time now of rigorous debate in our nation 
about things like access to health care, racism, bullying, minimum wages, refuges, unemployment and global 
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solidarity.  Paradoxically, by focusing on the main thing that matters, the Kingdom of God, all of those other 
things become even more important than before.  Our peripheral vision grows.  Because Jesus is not just one 
person among others, and His mission is not just one more thing to add to our schedules.  He is the reason for 
the way we order everything else in our lives.  He is the grounding for the rest of our priorities.   

Remembering what matters most should open our eyes to notice the things that seem sometimes to matter the 
least—the alien, the poor, the outcast.  That was Jesus’ way.  If it’s not ours, too, then our blinders are focused 
on something else.  We come here to Eucharist each week for corrective vision, among other things…to have our 
blinders tested by hearing again the words of the gospel, and by receiving the Eucharist, to be empowered to 
respond as we must…to enable us, just as the preacher’s horse, to take chances that we would normally be too 
afraid or confused to take.   

 


