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The Fourth Sunday in Lent 
March 21, 2020 

Preached by the Rev. Lisa M. Erdeljon 
St Michael’s Episcopal Church, Barrington, IL 

John 9:1-41 
 
“Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s work might be revealed in him.” 
 
Have you ever had a moment that was so big and so transformational that it made you feel like a 
completely different person? 
 
Hopefully it was a good transformation. 
 
Maybe it was a wedding or the birth of a child. 
 
Maybe it was spiritual or religious of some kind. 
 
Maybe it was some kind of trauma that changed you to your core. 
 
Maybe it was something small, like finding that parking spot or that last roll of toilet paper. 
 
Or maybe it was huge, like a complete overhaul of your life. 
 
I’ve shared my personal journey enough times, I’m sure you know some of my transformational 
moments. When I injured my ankle so bad I had to give up my ballet aspirations; or when I was 
evacuated from a war zone and was so shook I had to give up my foreign service aspirations; or 
when I was contently managing hi-tech government work, and heard a voice tell me to become a 
priest. 
 
Perhaps also, some of those smaller moments, like when I first met my dog and knew I had just 
become a dog parents. Or when I realized someone had become a best friend for me. Or when I 
realized it was officially Spring after last year’s very long winter. 
 
Today’s Gospel reading is about a transformational moment. 
 
But it’s not just in one person’s life—the transformational moment in today’s Gospel reading affects 
a whole community, the whole Synagogue, eventually all of Christendom. 
 
It starts with a blind man—born blind—unable to see. Ever. Not just suddenly, but forever. He has 
never known the color of the sky or grass. He has never known the color of his own eyes or hair. 
Blind. From birth. 
 
And sadly, perhaps, tormented. We get a hint of that in the very opening of the Gospel reading: 
 
The disciples ask Jesus, “Who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” 
 
And Jesus replies: “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s work 
might be revealed in him.” 
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Even the disciples seem to torment this poor blind man—because blindness had to be the result of a 
punishment—someone doing something they should not do and thus God got mad and punished 
them. 
 
But Jesus says that is not true. 
 
No one sinned to make this man blind from birth. 
 
“He was born blind so that God’s work might be revealed in him.” 
 
… 
 
So here’s a little lesson for you about the nature of evil. 
 
Philosophically speaking, there are two types of evil: moral and natural. 
 
Moral evil is the evil that comes from someone intentionally doing or not doing what is ethically 
required of them. 
 
Moral evil is what happens when we intentionally sin. When we murder or steal or lie or cheat. 
 
Natural evil, on the other hand, is the kind of evil that exists outside of the realm of human action. 
The official definition I pulled from The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy says, “no non-divine 
agent can be held morally responsible for its occurrence.” 
 
In other words, moral evil is what happens when we choose to sin. Natural evil is what happens 
regardless of what we do. 
 
So the opening of today’s Gospel reading is a question of Moral vs. Natural evil. 
 
Who sinned that this man was born blind?—that’s moral evil. And actually very present in the Laws 
of the Old Testament. Like in Jeremiah, “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, And the children’s 
teeth are set on edge.” 
 
No one sinned; he was born blind for God’s work to be revealed in him—that’s natural evil. And a 
much more common approach to evil and death and disaster in today’s society. A much more 
rational approach to evil and death and disaster.  
 
Also, a much more distanced-from-God approach. 
 
Because if God was to have made this man blind so that God’s work might be revealed in him, does 
that mean God makes all natural evil happen? 
 
The natural disasters that cause death and destruction around the world? 
 
The illnesses and incurable diseases? Starvation, famine, drought, and all the other <quote> 
“naturally occurring” events in our world… 
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Well, I have just wandered into the philosophical territory of the existence of evil and the nature of 
God. 
 
Because if God is all-powerful, then couldn’t God stop evil from happening? But if natural evil 
exists, and God is all-powerful, then does that mean God made the evil happen to begin with? 
 
<Breathe> 
 
Rather than wandering down this path for the next 5 hours or so (because that’s how long I would 
need to even begin to pull it apart)… 
 
I want to place it in today’s context. 
 
It’s funny, as I mentioned in my Facebook Live video on Friday, I was reading my go-to 
commentary for today’s Gospel passage and laughed out loud. 
 
Deborah J. Kapp, a professor at McCormick Theological Seminary in Chicago, begins her pastoral 
commentary with this: 
 
“Over the past few decades several cultural observers have voiced concern about the erosion of 
social capital in the United States: the breakdown of neighborhoods, lower rates of participation in 
organizations like the PTA and churches, and fewer bowling leagues…” 
 
She continues in the next paragraph: 
 
“This loss of social capital is troubling not just to those who are directly involved in those 
institutions, but also to social observers, because the latter are aware of the side effects that social 
isolation can have for communities and individuals.” 
 
Professor Kapp lists three major side effects: (1) feeling less safe, (2) feeling less stability, and (3) 
feeling less happy. 
 
I actually had to look back and see when this commentary was published because, SERIOUSLY?!?! 
(By the way, it was published in 2010—20 years ago… so… yeah…) 
 
But also, yes. All of that is true. 
 
In today’s current situation, we are all probably feeling that. 
 
Less safe. With the media hype and the anxiety growing in us and around us. 
 
Less stable. Not knowing what the next day will bring for us in our daily lives. 
 
Less happy. Because a little bit more of our autonomy, our free will, has been stripped from us. 
 
The loss of social capital was an issue a couple of years ago, a couple of months ago, even a couple 
of days ago. 
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But today, it is reality. 
 
Not by choice. But by fact. 
 
We have cut off social capital. 
 
Church buildings and YMCAs are closed. Parties, Happy Hours, concerts, shows—all canceled. 
Even major sporting events that often are used to define the transition of seasons. 
 
Any opportunity to gather as a community, to engage in socializing, to be part of something greater 
than the self—all canceled. 
 
And if you are anything like me, you are feeling it. You are feeling the isolation. 
 
I live alone, and I know some of you do, too, so you know what it’s like. Yes, I do get to chose what 
will be on the television tonight, but I also will admit that I’ll probably get into a debate with myself 
over what I’ll cook for dinner tonight—probably a verbal, out loud debate, just to make sure my 
voice is still working, my ears are still working. 
 
I can do the chores I want to do and spend my day in any order I want—with no retribution from 
someone who has other plans for me or for my space. 
 
But I also have no one to interact with—on that very important, intimate, personal level. 
 
And while yes, I could go visit my boyfriend and his family, that might not exactly be the shelter-in-
place that is being asked of us… 
 
But, on the other hand, it does give me the choice to live with a family, like so many of you are 
doing right now. In a house with more people than you’re used to seeing on a regular bases.  
 
Did you know your teenager’s eyes changed color when he went through puberty? Did you know 
your wife likes to whistle while she makes her morning coffee? Did you know that five-year-olds 
have no concept of standing 6 feet away? 
 
We’re all stuck in this place of social isolation—a decrease in social capital—due to what is 
happening outside the walls of our homes. 
 
And of course the grass is always greener on the other side. So remember that: there are people 
jealous of your situation, too. Living alone OR living with people. 
 
But I want to get back to the moral vs. natural evil question… as brought up in the Gospel today. 
 
Because I don’t think we did anything wrong to make COVID-19 exist or become a pandemic. I 
don’t think we sinned so much that we are being punished by being forced to stay in these 
sometimes suffocating situations of a closed-off home. 
 
But on the flip side, I don’t think God made this happen, either. 
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I do not believe in a God who would punish us this greatly for our sins. 
 
Wait, let me rephrase that: 
 
I refuse to believe in a God who would punish us this greatly for our sins. 
 
Because if this is a punishment from God for our sins, then why in the world would God send 
God’s only Son to die on a cross so that we may have eternal life? 
 
Why would a God be so punitive to force us into isolation, against the very nature of humans (after 
all, we are naturally social creatures—even introverts need human interaction), and also be so full of 
love that sacrificing God’s Son was actually a thing? 
 
So, we’ve come to that conundrum… The conundrum of moral vs. natural evil that exists in the 
world. 
 
And the conundrum of where we are, right now, in this moment, in life, in society, in our own 
living. 
 
Social distancing is detrimental. But it is also needed. And while we are trying so desperately to 
figure out why we are in this situation, or how it came about, we might be missing the very fact that 
is has come about. 
 
There is no way to diminish the fact that we are in social isolation. That we are all feeling less safe, 
less stable, and less happy. 
 
But, you and I—we have an advantage. Much like, by the end of the Gospel reading, the blind man 
also had… 
 
We know the truth. We see the truth. 
 
We don’t have to ask why or how. The community leaders, the disciples, the neighbors all keep 
asking “How?” (Remember, I mentioned this transformational moment affected more than just the 
one man—it affected everyone) 
 
Right? In the Gospel reading, “How were your eyes opened?” “How did you receive your sight?” 
“How does he see now?” 
 
How can we survive social isolation? How can we stop the spread of death and destruction? How 
can we believe in a God who would make us suffer in such ways… 
 
Because it’s not about the “How?” 
 
That’s the advantage we have. 
 



	 6	

We know that God is all-loving. Because we have seen it. And we will see it again. On the Cross. 
And in the empty tomb. And in the garden on Easter morning. And every day that we see those 
transformational moments of life-altering change in our own lives the lives around us. 
 
Jesus said, “I came into this world for judgment so that those who do not see may see, and those 
who do see may become blind.” 
 
It is time for us to see. And to hear. And to share—shout—sing—debate with yourself. 
 
God is with us, even in the midst of social isolation and deterioration. Even in the midst of evil, 
both moral and natural. 
 
Even in the world that feels so lost and so unsafe and unstable and unhappy. 
 
And in the end, God will be with us, as we are faced with the empty tomb and the promise that we, 
too, will rise in glory to be with God in God’s heavenly kingdom. 
 
For now, let us look for those small transformational moments in our homes right now, with those 
whom we love so dearly, that we are now blessed to spend so much time with… 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 


