
For the Fourth Sunday of Lent, the Church continues her journey through the 

life of Christ toward Calvary and the resurrection. And on this Sunday, just like last 

Sunday, the Church picks another passage from the Gospel of John. As you can 

probably tell there's a lot going on in this particular text. And is often the case in 

these passages, there are some key questions and themes that will help us better 

understand the thoughts John is trying to reveal to us through this story. 

The first key theme here is the relationship between sin and suffering, 

between sin and the blindness of this particular man. You'll notice that when the 

disciples see this man, who was blind from birth, they assume that his blindness is 

either a result of his own personal sin or of the sin of his parents. They ask Jesus, 

“who sinned, this man or his parents?” And Jesus responds “neither, neither this 

man nor his parents, but his blindness in this case is so that the work of God might 

be manifest in him.” So, God has a higher purpose in allowing this man to be blind, 

but it is not the result of his own personal sin. Remember to keep that in mind 

because we are going to come back to that. It is going to be an especially important 

point. 

The second theme of the story that is worth highlighting is the way that Jesus 

performs the miracle. Notice that there are three key elements to the miracle here. 

• First, Jesus performs the miracle in the context of declaring “I am the light of the 

world.” In other words, in the face of this man's blindness, he makes a statement 

about his own identity.  

• Second, Jesus doesn't just speak a word like he does in other miracles, like the 

centurion's servant, “only say the word and my servant shall be healed.” In this 

case, Jesus goes further, and he spits on the ground and makes clay out of the 

dust and the spit, and then uses the clay to anoint the man's eyes and heal him. 

• Third, Jesus doesn't just spit and make clay, he also commands the man to wash 

with water. 

I would like to start at the end, with the spit and the clay because it fits into a 

part of Jewish mythology that we as Christians are generally not aware of. There 

was a tradition, going back before Jesus’ time, that when God made Adam from the 

dust of the ground, he used spittle, that is spit. Because if you try to make 

something from dust, you can't do it. You have to have some liquid to hold the dust 

together. So, the Jews had a tradition that when God made Adam, that he spit on the 

ground making clay and formed Adam from that clay. We see this even in the Dead 

Sea Scrolls, which have a line that says that Adam, was made from “spat saliva, 

molded clay.” 



So, think about that. If in Jewish tradition God makes Adam from spit and 

dust from the clay, what is Jesus doing here? Jesus is acting just as God acted in the 

Old Testament. In other words, he is performing an act of a new creation. Just as 

Adam was given his body from the clay, so Jesus now gives the man born blind 

sight. He gives him, in a sense, new eyes from the clay and his own spittle. So, this 

is like a divine action when Jesus spits on the ground, makes clay, and gives this 

man sight.  And it is this action which is at the heart of the story. It is also an aspect 

of John's Gospel, Jesus is revealing his divinity. He is not just the Messiah. He is 

not just the king of Israel. He is the divine son of God. He's the God who made the 

universe and who is now going to remake the universe, redeem it and make it new. 

With this background, you would think that everyone would see and 

understand that Jesus was God. Unfortunately, no, as we see in the response to 

Jesus's miracle. Some people are confused. First of all, they wonder if the blind man 

is the same man, that maybe he just looks like somebody else. In other words, 

maybe it’s just a con game. Others just accuse Jesus in response to the miracle. 

They accept that a miracle has been performed, but their problem is that he is doing 

it on the Sabbath, and so they say, “This man is not from God, because he does not 

keep the sabbath.”  

It's important to notice that the Sabbath day is a reminder of creation. To 

Genesis and God’s creation of the universe, as well as Adam being made from the 

clay. So, they say “How can a sinful man do such signs?” They immediately 

assume that Jesus must be sinful because he was breaking the Sabbath. And finally, 

and of significant importance, it says that “the Jews did not believe.” This disbelief 

is demonstrated by interrogating the parents of the man and trying to get them to 

bear witness as to whether this was, in fact, their son. 

You may have noticed that John uses the phrase “the Jews” when he says that 

they did not believe. I would like to give a quick clarification about the way John 

uses the word “the Jews” in his Gospel. When you read “the Jews” in English, you 

might think that it is revering to the followers of the law of Moses, or those who 

follow the religion of Judaism. Which is the way we use the word “Jews” today, 

simply referring to practitioners of the Jewish religion. But in John's Gospel that's 

not what this word means. The Greek word John uses are translated literally as 

Judeans. And over the course of John's Gospel, he's constantly showing us this 

tension and conflict between the Judeans in the South and the Galileans in the 

North. So, when John says, “the Jews didn't believe,” he can't be referring to just a 

religious category, because the man born blind was a Jew. His parents are Jews. The 

disciples are Jews. Even Jesus is a Jew. What he is talking about here is the way 



Jesus's actions are being received by those in the South, by the people of Judea, 

especially the city of Jerusalem, who are going to reject Jesus and reject his 

Messiahship.  

So now we have all this confusion about what has happened and its meaning, 

which causes the Pharisees to become involved. They question the man born blind, 

leading to the whole exchange over whether Jesus is in fact a sinner. The man born 

blind responds to their question saying, “I don't know whether he is a sinner or not, 

all I know is I was blind but now I see.” What he’s doing is using the reality of the 

miracle to testify to the fact that Jesus can't be a sinner because he gave him sight, 

and that God doesn't listen to the prayers of the sinner. Yet God clearly listened to 

the prayers of this Jesus who healed. Now watch what happens once the man born 

blind says, “if this man were not from God, he could do nothing.” The Pharisees 

and the leaders then repeat the same assumption the disciples made. They say, “you 

were born in utter sin. Would you teach us?” In other words, they too assume that 

because the man had illness in the form of his blindness, and that therefore he had 

done something wrong. That he had sinned, or as the disciples thought, his parents 

must have sinned. However, when Jesus finds the blind man after that exchange, 

something very important happens. Jesus asks him, “do you believe in the Son of 

Man?” The blind man responds, “Who is he, sir, that I may believe in him?” To 

which Jesus replies, “you have seen him with your new eyes, and it is he who 

speaks to you.” So, he says, “I do believe, Lord!” And he worshiped Him. Notice 

what happens here in the story. When the blind man first meets Jesus, there is no 

indication he knows who He is. After he heals him, he calls him a prophet. Then, 

when he gets into an exchange with the Pharisees and the Judeans, he calls Him a 

man sent from God. In a sense, his faith is increasing. Moving from Jesus as a man 

sent from God to a prophet. And now, when he encounters Jesus for the second 

time, Jesus asks, “do you believe”? He responds, “Lord I believe!” And he 

worshiped Him. 

We see the man coming to the fullness of faith in Jesus's identity as the Lord, 

and as divine. And once the blind man gives Him that confession of faith, Jesus 

gives his final pronouncement, “For judgment I came to this world so that those 

who do not see may see, and so that those who do see may become blind.” But what 

is Jesus talking about here? He's teaching us the difference between true sight and 

true blindness. The Pharisees think that true blindness is physical blindness. But 

what Jesus is revealing here is that true blindness is the inability to see that He has 

come from God and is in fact the Savior of the world. Jesus is saying that natural 

blindness or physical blindness, as in this case, isn't the real blindness. This is 



because the blind man sees far more clearly who Jesus is. This whole story then 

isn't just about a miracle. It's concerning the difference between spiritual blindness 

and physical blindness. And while most of us would be more concerned with being 

physically blind. What Jesus is saying here is that the real blindness we should be 

afraid of, that we should avoid, is the spiritual blindness that keeps us from seeing 

who he is and the actions of God in Jesus’s life, in his ministry and in his miracles. 

What does this have to do with Lent though? And why does the Church 

choose it for this Fourth Sunday of Lent? It's because there's a deeper meaning 

going on with this miracle, as is always the case in John's Gospel. If you look at the 

miracles in the Gospel of John, you will see over and over again that many of them 

are not just displays of Jesus's power, they are actually actions that point forward to 

what he's going to accomplish in the sacraments. In the third century, Pope St. Leo 

the Great said this, “what was visible in our Savior [what was visible in Jesus’ 

public ministry], has passed over into his mysteries.” In other words, into his 

sacraments. The ancient Christians referred to the sacraments as “the mysteries.” In 

other words, the visible miracle of Jesus healing the man born blind points forward 

to the invisible miracle of what he's going to accomplish in one of the sacraments. 

Which sacrament is it? The ancient Church Fathers said that it's the sacrament of 

Baptism. In ancient Christianity, one of their favorite names for the sacrament of 

Baptism was the sacrament of illumination, Enlightenment, whereby we would 

receive spiritual illumination to be able to see the truths of faith through the gift of 

faith. Now if you take that baptismal meaning back to the story, all of a sudden, a 

number of aspects of it stand out. For example, when the disciples say, “who 

sinned, this man or his parents?” Jesus says “neither.” Why? Because the spiritual 

blindness of the man is like a sign or a symbol of Original Sin. 

Original Sin is a state into which we are born. It's not the result of our own 

personal sin. It’s not even the result of our parents’ personal sin. It is a result of the 

original fall of Adam and Eve. So, when we talk about Original Sin, it is not an 

actual sin for which we are responsible. We cannot be blamed for it. It's a state into 

which we are born, just like the man born blind. So, the man's blindness here is a 

symbol of Original Sin. Which is especially important because sometimes people 

describe Original Sin as an object or a thing. For example, people will try to 

analogize Original Sin to be like a stain on your soul and then when you are 

baptized the stain is wiped off. That might be helpful for a child to understand, but 

as adults we should understand that this analogy is inaccurate because Original Sin 

is not something, like a stain, it is an absence of something, like blind man’s 

absence of sight. It's the loss of the original holiness and the original grace that our 



first parents had when they were created by God in perfect communion with him, 

before the fall. So, the man born blind represents all of us born into a state of 

Original Sin, and then Jesus, the Savior, comes to restore our sight. 

So, when he takes his spit and he makes clay from the earth and he gives the 

man eyes who was born without sight, what is he doing? He's inaugurating a new 

creation, because in Baptism that's what happens to us. Jesus makes us into a new 

creation. The one who made the world, the one who made Adam, now makes us 

anew and gives us sight, not to see earthly realities, it is not about restoring physical 

sight to us, it's about giving us supernatural sight so that we can see the truths and 

the mysteries of faith. Especially the mystery of his incarnation, in which we see 

that God has become man out of love for humanity. That's the truth of what happens 

to us in Baptism. We receive the gift of faith, and through that gift, we are now able 

to see. 

In closing then I'd like to give you a quote from the living tradition of the 

Church regarding this passage from St. John. This is from St. Ambrose of Milan, a 

great Bishop who lived in the latter half of the second century, and who actually 

converted St. Augustine. This is from a homily he gave to those who were 

preparing to receive the sacrament of Baptism, referencing the man born blind. St. 

Ambrose wrote: 

In one instant, we see the power of Jesus’ divinity and the strength 

of his holiness. As the divine light, he touched this man and enlightened 

him; as priest, by an action symbolizing baptism, he wrought in him his 

work of redemption. The only reason for Jesus mixing clay with the 

spittle and smearing it on the eyes of the man born blind was to remind 

you that he who restored the man to health by anointing his eyes with 

clay is the very one who fashioned the first man out of clay. And that this 

clay is our flesh that can receive the light of eternal life through the 

sacrament of baptism. You too should come to Siloam. Let Christ wash 

you and then you will see. Come and be baptized; it is time. Come 

quickly and you too will be able to say, “I was blind and now I see.” 


