Pre:

Since Easter, we’ve been talking about new beginnings. And of course that is what Easter is all about. Jesus’ resurrection gives us a whole new lease on life. A whole new kind of life. Life that never ends. 
In our Bible story today we are still with the theme of new beginnings, but we are going  back before the crucifixion and resurrection to Jesus’ ministry as he and the disciples are traveling about the countryside. Jesus is teaching, and healing. The disciples are learning. 


Today the disciples will gain important spiritual insight from a man who regains his physical sight. 

New Vision
Mark 8:22-25


In Psalm 139, David says that we are “fearfully and wonderfully made.” And it’s true. From the thick skin on the soles of your feet, to the hair pushing its way out of your scalp, you are an amazing creation. Arms, legs, heart, stomach, muscles, blood coursing through your veins, it’s all remarkable. 


We are fearfully and wonderfully made. And vulnerable. These various pieces and parts that make up who we are, are subject to injury and disease and loss. 


Today’s story focuses on the eyes. The ability to see.  What an amazing idea God came up with there! And what a great loss it is, when something happens to your eyesight.

I think often of Audrey, whose eyesight is nearly gone. And Bob Swift, who lost his vision in one eye, but has experienced a great deal of recovery. And 12 year old Zach, in my extended family, who is fighting hard to hang onto that precious ability. To see. 


For others of us, we have to imagine what it is like to be in that situation. And to fit the mode of today’s Bible story, I want to share with you a couple of contemporary stories about people who were blind and had their sight restored. How that felt, and what they did. 

For 51 years Bob Edens was blind. He couldn't see a thing. His world was a black hall of sounds and smells. He felt his way through five decades of darkness. And then, he could see. A skilled surgeon performed a complicated operation and, for the first time, Bob Edens had sight. He found it overwhelming. "I never would have dreamed that yellow is so...yellow," he exclaimed. "I don't have the words. I am amazed by yellow. But red is my favorite color. I just can't believe red. I can see the shape of the moon--and I like nothing better than seeing a jet plane flying across the sky leaving a vapor trail. And of course, sunrises and sunsets. And at night I look at the stars in the sky and the flashing light. You could never know how wonderful everything is."  (sermonillustrations.com)
'One day a 35 year-old insurance salesman came to the Vision Rehabilitation Clinic in Providence, Rhode Island. He had only 1% vision since age ten. He had gone through life in a gray shadow. When a pair of magnifier glasses was slipped into place, his jaw dropped in amazement. Then he exploded, 'Oh praise God, look at what I can see!" After all these years, it's a miracle, the greatest thing that ever happened!' Minutes later he phoned his wife and said, 'Honey, I'm coming home to see what you really look like!"  (Get out the makeup!)
Max Lukkok Morning Glory, Sept.-Oct. 1997, p. 25 

What a wonderful gift Jesus gave to the man at Bethsaida. The gift of vision.


But there is something in this story that makes you pause, and makes you want to look a little deeper. This story has a unique feature to it, that is not shared by any of the other stories of healing that the Gospels tell us. It’s a two-step healing. When Jesus first lays hands on him, there is a remarkable change. The man can see, but not well. He says that he can see people, but they are like trees, walking. Then Jesus touches him again, and his sight is fully restored. A literal translation is that he could see “clearly and at a distance.” 

The question that is always asked of this story is, why two touches? Was Jesus having an off day? Did the man not have enough faith to be healed in one touch? 


Or was there something else going on that we need to SEE? 


The miracle was a gift to that man in Bethsaida. And his life would never be the same, but the story is told for our benefit, and to get the full meaning I need to tell you what else is going on here. 


Mark places this story right smack in the middle of his Gospel. And it is a turning point for the disciples. They have seen a great deal in their walk with Jesus. They will soon see a whole lot more. 


The thing that Mark wants to show us, beyond the miracle itself, is a metaphor about faith and understanding. Jesus’ disciples don’t always see the whole picture right away. Neither do we. Sometimes we need a second touch, or a third, to get it. 


Shortly before meeting the blind man at Bethsaida, the disciples watched while Jesus fed four thousand people with seven loaves of bread and a few fish. (They had already seen him feed five thousand, with five loaves and two fish). After the feeding of the four thousand, they went with Jesus in the boat and he began to warn them about the yeast of the Pharisees and the yeast of Herod. And they said to each other, “He’s talking this way because we forgot to bring bread!”  And Jesus said, Why are you talking about having no bread? Do you still not perceive or understand? Are your hearts hardened? Do you have eyes, and fail to see? Do you have ears, and fail to hear? . . . Do you not yet understand?” 

And then comes the story for today, with a blind man who is healed, but not instantly. It takes a couple of touches, and then he sees clearly and at a distance.


The story becomes a metaphor for the faith development of the disciples. They see, but not clearly.  And what they see, with their limited vision, is Jesus himself. Who he is and why he has come. Put the blind man’s words in their mouths. Jesus says, “Can you see anything?” They say, yes, Jesus, we see you, but you look like a fig tree walking around.” They respect him as rabbi, they are awed by him as a miracle worker, they have begun to suspect that he is the messiah, but they have yet to understand the nature of his work as messiah.  They don’t see clearly yet, but they will, because Jesus will continue to show them who he is, until they are able to say, yes, now I can see clearly and at a distance.

This story, and its placement in the Gospel of Mark becomes a wonderful encouragement and challenge for you and me. 


First of all, get this: it’s ok not to get it right away! Do you sometimes feel like you’re missing something when it comes to your spiritual life, or what it means to follow Jesus, or how to do ministry? That’s ok! You don’t have to understand everything right away. Jesus will continue to teach you. 

Even more important, I think, is this challenge: Just because you have some understanding or some insight, doesn’t mean you have it all! Jesus will continue to give you more information, more insight, more vision as you open your life to him. 


Is this a new beginning that you would like for yourself? The ability to see Jesus for who he is, and to see what he is doing in the world? 


I recently read a quote that said, “Don’t ask God to guide your footsteps if you are not willing to move your feet!” This is also applicable to vision. Don’t ask God to show you the truth unless you are willing to see it, and take action on what you see! 


Human beings, as you well know, are prone to close their eyes to truths that are either painful or that would require action if we acknowledged them. One of this week’s Dilbert comics illustrates this: The boss is having a meeting with some of the workers. He says, “The company is happy to announce that compared to previous years, we improved our rate of revenue decline.”  He continues, “We’ve been doing great since we redefined success as a slowing of failure.  Moving on, who has a status report?”


One of the employees says, “I improved my rate of doing nothing.” (4-22-10)


Ask yourself the question Jesus asked the man at Bethsaida: Can you see anything? When you look around at your life and at the world, what do you see? Do you see clearly? Are you willing to take action on what you see? 


What do you suppose it would be like if you could see what God was really doing in your life?  Or in your family or in our church or in our community? 


I will close with a story that a few of you may have heard me tell before (you can help with the punch line). The year is 1870 and the Methodists are having their annual conference on the campus of a college in Indiana.  At one point, the president of the college says, "I think we live in a very exciting age."  The presiding bishop says, "What do you see?"  The college president responds, "I believe we are coming into a time of great inventions.  I believe, for example, that men will fly through the air like birds."  The Bishop says, "This is heresy!  The Bible says that flight is reserved for the angels.  We will have no such talk here."  

After the conference, the bishop, whose name was Wright, went home to his two small sons, Wilbur and Orville.

So. . .can you see anything? 

Are you ready for Jesus to open your eyes?
1

