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Il had an “Aha!” moment this week as | pr
something about myself as | pondered the gospel lesson. Some of you were here on
Ash Wednesday, and you might remember that in my sermon that night | talked
about April the giraffe. For those of you
(although you might know ab out her from the internet or even the news).

April is a giraffe that lives at the Animal Adventure Park in Harpursuville,
New York, which is not far from where | was born, which is why her story initially
caught my eye. April is pregnant with her fourth baby — and she has been pregnant
for a long time. The gestation time for a giraffe is fifteen months, so about a month
ago the Animal Adventure Park posted a video saying that April was about to give
birth at any moment, and you could follow the adventure live via the internet.

So, that was a few days before Ash Wednesday, and | did just that. | clicked
on the video and watched this beautiful giraffe walking around her pen, expecting
her to give birth at any moment. Well, like | said, that was a few da ys before Ash
Wednesday, and now, here we are on the fourth Sunday of Lent, and, as of about a
half hour before | came wupstairs for worshi

Now, most normal people would have given up on April and checking on her a
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while a g o . But not me! I click on first thing

baby overnight, [ click on the middle of
and every night (if I’ m home), around 9 pm,
keepers go in and tend to her before turning out the lights for the night. And that

time is the most precious time to watch because it appears that April adores her

keepers, especially the female one named Alyssa, who rubs her belly and kisses the

baby — and April nuzzles Alyssa as well! It is really precious, and apparently not all

that common with giraffes. Apparently they are not known for being so

affectionate. But April is, and | love watching that before | go to bed each night.

Now, | have to tell y ou, | have taken a fa ir amount of ribbing from those close
to me about how much | care about April and how much | have come to know all the
details abouther. “ A gi r af fe? Real l y?” someone said
comes and you knowondebse said, aolirey Per eyesso m

t
I



But here’ s where the Ahal! moment comes in.
about April, I was a little embarrassed about how invested | have become in her
story. But this week, as | pondered this gospel lesson, it sudd enly dawned on me
why | have become so involved in it — because it is a pure and lovely picture of
goodness, of the goodness of God’'s <creation,
it makes me feel good to see it, and it makes me feel happy. Itbringsa smile to my
face, at a time in our country and in the world when there is som  uch that brings
tearsinstead —so much strife, so much anger, SO0 much
and you’ r g manypeople,ndtgetting along. |look at April, and I ju st
smile. It makes me happy, and it reminds me in a beautiful way of the wonderful
gifts of God.

Which brings me to today’'s Gospel | esson.
there wasn’t much smiling going on indthe sto
have been throwing a huge party. A man, blind from birth, has been healed —
totally and completely healed by Jesus. His world has been turned upside down.

No | onger would he be ®“that Dblind beggar” tha
know what I mean. For so long, he sat by the side of the road begging. Everybody
knew he was there, they just walked by him day by day.

And then Jesus came by, touched him and healed him, and he leapt up
running into a new life with, no doubt, a great big smile 0 n his face, and no doubt,
expecting everyone to be joyous with him and for him. But  before he could even get
his eyes adjusted to the light, his world comes crashing down.

One writer put it so well, “A grand miracl
ever ywhere you | ooked you’'d see goofy grins, b
wi ping away some tears of joy. l't°s not ever
gets displayed so brilliantly. But that does

about as grim and somber and secrlneplhes as you car
Lectionary Gospel, John 9:1 -41, Scott Hoezee, 3/20/17)

First, the townspeople started in, doubting that he was even the blind man
they remembered seeing.

Then, it was the Pharisees. You heard about that encounter a few moments
ago. They demanded to know how it happened, and who did it. He told them it was
Jesus.

Not satisfied with his answers, they called in his parents and questioned
them. As much as they loved their son, they also knew that if they professed faith
in the One who had healed him, they would get thrown out of the synagogue, so
they stayed silent, telling the Pharisees to talk directly to their son instead. Oh
how sad, that even his parents were too scared to rejo ice in his healing.



But that was not the end of it. Back to the Pharisees he had to go, and this
time they pushed him even more for details, this time called Jesus a sinner. And
then he said a most beautifulthing -1 don’t know whetdner he i s
thing | do know, Il was blind, but now | see.’”

Well, that infuriated them. They had had it, and they threw him out of the
temple. What an incredibly sad story. On what had to be one of the happiest days
of his life, when a man who was blind now ¢ ould see, no one was happy for him.
They were all skeptical, or doubting, or demeaning. Incredibly sad.

The Pharisees especially beat him down. And why? Well, because they were
so concerned about rules and regulations, following the letter of the law and such,

that they were blind to the grace Jesus poure
commentary | read this week contained a very
leaders in the religious community seem to want to control the narrative. The

Phariseesdonot want to hear or believe the man’s s

story they want to tell. They want Jesus to be the sinner, not the hero of the story.
They want another explanation, one that leaves them in control of all the religious
goods and service s . Peasting on the World, 4t Sunday of Lent, Year A, p. 118)

You see, the Pharisees had about had it wi
law by healing on the Sabbath. He was constantly crossing boundaries that the law
set up — like last week when h e spoke with that Samaritan woman at the well. He
challenged them on how to act - turn the other cheek, love your enemies and so on.
People were being drawn to him — his love, his grace, his mercy — and turning away
from the stringent and sterile law.

So they were threatened in a mighty way by him, and in this and so many
other stories in the gospel s, I t’s not hard t
that they have to get rid of him. So fixated were they on what he was doing that
was wrong, that they were blind to the amazing and loving things he was doing in
the world.

Oh my friends, it would be so easy to look at this lesson  at face value, as a
history lesson about the things that took Jesus to the cross at Calvary —but there’s
somuchmor e. Because again, we’'re in it. I f we

We’re as guilty of being blind to the gl or
Pharisees were. And probably for many of the same reasons.

Li ke the Pharisees, we | e?Wellked beia | | t he sh
control, and when somebody comes along and does things differently, or breaks
traditions or rules we have set up, we don’t

things have always been.



And | i ke the Phari sees glvewthat weaevalop tufinelc us ed o

vision, and miss a | ot of what’s going on aro
inthe process. We’ re focused on ourselves, and our sc
our electronic devices, arnoy padsesuswopr | d, and al

And |l i ke the Pharisees, we're skeptical, e
we don’t know who to believe. Voices come fr

be the truth, angrily claiming to be the truth, and we struggle to re member the real
truth — the truth that comes from God.

In those ways and more, like those Pharisees, too often we miss so much —we
are blind to the glory of God, which is all a
wrong things, and we miss so many of t he right things because of it.

| read a story this week about something that happened a long time ago, just
after World War 1l ended. The World Council of Churches had been sending money
to a remote area of the Balkans to help churches rebuild after the  war, and they
decided to send some envoys to check on the churches. So off went a Dr. John
Mackie, who was then the President of the Church of Scotland, and an officer in the
Council. They also sent two other pastors with him  — both of whom came from
fairly conservative, pietistic denominations.

Well, one afternoon they paid a visit on an Orthodox priest in a remote
village. He was absolutely delighted to welcome them, for his was a desolate post,
and he also was delighted to have the opportunity to  thank them for all they had
done. So he invited them to sit down in the parlor, then he turned and produced a
box of fine cigars and offered one to each of this three guests. Dr. Mackie gingerly
took one, but the end off of it, lit it and took a few puf  fs, saying how fine it was. The
ot her two pastors |l ooked horrified! “No than

Feeling bad that maybe he had offended them, the priest wanted to make
amends so he reached for a bottle of fine wine, filled four glasses, and then  went
over and offered it to the men. Dr. Mackie took a glass, swirled it, sniffed it like a
connoisseur, and then praised its fine quality. Soon he asked for another glass. The
ot her two drew back visibly. “No tHank you!

Later, when the three returned to their car, the two pastors laid into Dr.
Macki e. “Here you are an officer with the Wo
of Scotland’s Church and yet you smoke and dr
them. sdmautody in there had to be a Christian!
ibid.)



Oh, the walls we put up, and the glory of God we shut out by being so fixated
on being in control, on being right, on rules, regulations, traditions, and our self -
righteous selves. It renders us blind to the goodness of God all around us.

So may we go forth from this place to overcome the Pharisee inside of all of
us, and instead, with eyes wide open, watch for the glo ry of God, be open to the
surprises he might have in store for us, rejoice at all that we see and with a smile on
our faces and songs on our lips, show more love to Christ! May it be so

Amen.



