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One of my favorite Christian authors, a Presbyterian minister named Frederick Buechner, wrote a wonderful little book called Telling the Truth: The Gospel as Tragedy, Comedy, and Fairy Tale.  Now by calling the Gospel “fairy tale,” Buechner does not mean that it is untrue.  Actually, he means quite the opposite.  The Gospel, he would argue – like all good fairy tales – touches human truth at a deep and universal level.  It touches the truth of “once upon a time,” that is, a truth which stretches across all times and places.  

Think about the fairy tales you know – like Cinderella, or the Frog Prince, or the Wizard of Oz.  Buechner says: “what gives them their real power and meaning is the world they evoke… a world of magic and mystery, of deep darkness and flickering starlight…a world where goodness is pitted against evil, love against hate, order against chaos, in a great struggle where often it is hard to be sure who belongs to which side because appearances are endlessly deceptive.  Yet for all its confusion and wildness, it is a world where the battle goes ultimately to the good, who live happily ever after, and where in the long run everybody, good and evil alike, becomes known by his true name.”  

Buechner goes on to argue that the “aspect of the fairy tale that gives it its greatest power…[is] this sense that…in that world” – and maybe even sometimes in our own – “the marvelous and impossible thing truly happens.”  So once every great while, the despised stepdaughter, dressed in rags and covered with soot, really does go to the ball and win the undying love of the prince!  After all, it’s no more farfetched than the story we heard from 1st Samuel, where the  youngest and runtiest son of Jesse, the rosy-cheeked little shepherd boy, turned out to be David,  the one anointed as the rightful king of Israel!

But the world of the Hebrew and Christian Bible is by no means – to borrow a phrase from a Jesuit friend – “all catfish and honeysuckle.”  Just as wicked witches can trick princesses into eating the poisoned apple, so too, in the Bible, can serpents trick innocent human beings into sampling the forbidden fruit.  But as Buechner reminds us: “the joy beyond the walls of the world [is] more poignant than grief.”  So in the fairy tale, the princess doesn’t die, but only sleeps while she awaits true love’s kiss to awaken her.  And in the Bible, Adam and Eve and the rest of us, their children, are not snuffed out of existence.  Rather, our bodies die for a time; but our spirits live on – and we even believe that at the end of time, we will get our bodies back freed from aging, sickness, and death.  


In the Bible, it is no benevolent fairy, but rather, Jesus Christ who arrives in the nick of time to snatch us from the jaws of oblivion.  A human being like us who is also God, he accomplishes our rescue by embracing a horrible, painful death himself.  But by refusing to return hatred for hatred – by choosing life and love in the face of death – he emerges triumphant from the tomb in three days.  The ultimate surprise happy ending!

Which brings me, at last, to today’s Gospel from John – this wonderful story of the man born blind.  Buechner writes: “Like the fairy-tale world, the world of the Gospel is a world of darkness, and many of the great scenes take place at night.”  And our blind man this morning (evening) knows nothing but eternal night, until Jesus comes into his familiar darkness proclaiming, “I am the light of the world.”  

And then Jesus does a weird thing.  He “[spits] on the ground and [makes] clay with the saliva, and [smears] the clay on [the blind man’s] eyes.”  If you can get past the gross-out factor, see if this mud business doesn’t ring familiar somehow.  Think back to the second chapter of Genesis, when “the LORD God formed [the] man out of the clay of the ground and blew into his nostrils the breath of life, and so [the] man became a living being.”  With dry divine humor, God even named the first man “Adam” – which we might translate as “Dusty,” or the “earth creature.”  Fairy tale stuff again, right?  God can make a mudpie and breathe his own life into it, fashion it in God’s own image.  

And so, with the blind man, Jesus is symbolically recreating him, giving him a new life, if he will wash in the water of the pool called Siloam – which John just happens to mention means “Sent.”  Like “apostle” means “one who is sent”?!  And another interesting detail: the word which John uses for the “smearing” of the mud on the blind man’s eyes is actually the word for “anoint.”

Surely this must sound familiar to our own catechumens, who today undergo the second rite of scrutiny (this must have sounded familiar our catechumens, who underwent the second rite of scrutiny at 11:30 Mass this morning, and whom you will meet at this Mass next week).  A person meets Jesus.  She or he begins to feel an odd sense of new life, of being re-created.  Slowly, gradually, she or he comes to “see” more and more what life is really about.  The person grows in willingness to be washed clean in the baptismal pool, to be anointed with the chrism which represents Christ, and then to be “sent” to preach the Good News.  It is hardly an accident that the Roman Church has been proclaiming this story for nearly 2000 years during Lent whenever there are people preparing for baptism…


And what of the Pharisees?  Buechner reminds us that in the fairy tale as well as in the Gospel, “it is the killjoys, the phonies, the nitpickers, the holier-than-thous, the loveless and the cheerless and irrelevant who more often than not wear the fancy clothes and go riding around in sleek little European jobs marked Pharisee,…Legislature, Clergy…  And the good ones,…the ones who stand a chance of being saved by God because they know they don’t stand a chance of being saved by anybody else?  They go around looking like the town whore, the village drunk, the crook from the IRS.”  Or, in our story today, like the blind man.


Paradoxically, what he has going for him is what we hopefully have going for all of us – namely, the fact that he knows he is blind.  It is all he has ever known; and the great thing is, it leaves him used to humble dependence.  All through life, he has had to tap a white cane to avoid tripping.  He is used to following a seeing-eye dog or to asking a friendly passerby for guidance.  A hundred times a day, he is reminded that he doesn’t know it all, that he is deprived of visual knowledge which is available to most of his fellow human beings.  And apparently, that makes it easier for him, when confronted with the mud and the spit and go-to-wash thing, to think: “What have I got to lose?”  So he tolerates mud in his eye.  He goes.  He washes.  And he comes back able to see.


Not that all of his troubles are suddenly over.  Imagine, for a minute, how overwhelming it must be for a grown man to see for the first time.  A man named Michael May, blinded by a chemical explosion at the age of three, regained his sight forty years later through an experimental surgery.  But as a reporter explains, May “can see things well, but he doesn't understand the language of the visual world…[E]ven after seeing his wife's face, and his son's faces, May can't readily recognize them...To him, human faces all look alike…  [So] three years after his surgery, May still walks like a blind man — relying on a cane rather than his eyes.”

But the surprise Gospel happy ending for all of us spiritually blind folks is that knowing what we don’t know turns out to be a good thing.  A blind person’s habitual sense of limitation makes it easy for her or him to go slowly, to accept that growth is gradual.  So when the blind man in John is interrogated about Jesus, he starts with “I don’t know.”  He progresses to “He is a prophet.”  And only in the end, does he arrive at: “I do believe, Lord.”  

The Pharisees, on the other hand – the pious and self-righteous “religious experts” – start from their preconceived answers and strive to force the evidence to fit.  Champions of the school of data-free analysis, they persist in their received beliefs even when confronted with the contrary evidence of their own eyes and ears.  They “know” that the blind man is a sinner, or a child of sinners, because he was born blind.  They “know” that Jesus can’t be from God because he doesn’t keep the Sabbath rules.  And in the end, when they can’t make the blind man fit with their own “hardening of the categories,” they get rid of the inconvenient evidence by throwing him out.  One wonders if Jesus wept as he said: “I came into this world for judgment, so that those who do not see might see, and those who do see might become blind.”

The English slave trader, John Newton, was converted during a terrifying storm at sea.  He then became a vigorous opponent of slavery, and went on to write: “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me!  I once was lost, but now I’m found; was blind, but now I see!”  By owning his guilt and casting himself on God’s mercy, Newton found salvation.  In the surprising worlds of the Gospel and the fairy tale, being sure that you have the inside track almost guarantees that you’ll lose in the end.  On the other hand, being a mess, a schlemiel who is willing to be blessed, pretty much assures you of a surprise happy ending.

Sisters and brothers, we live in a skeptical, cynical world, where magic and mystery have largely faded away.  But these deep truths live on in the Good News, the Gospel of Jesus Christ, which continually surprises and stretches us, turning our expectations on their heads.  We find, to our amazement and delight, that “seeing is not believing,” so much as “believing is really learning to see.”  And that is why, as people of faith, that we dare (in Buechner’s words) to preach the “overwhelming of tragedy by comedy, of darkness by light, of the ordinary by the extraordinary.”  We dare to preach the deepest, the most eternal truth – the gift of salvation through God’s generous love.  “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like we!  We once were lost, but now we’re found; were blind, but now we see!” 
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