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The things people say and the things people think and the things 

they do reveal who they really are. The story from today's gospel 

reading is no exception. It all began with a question, seemingly a 

simple inquiry. "Who sinned, this man or his parents that he would 

be born blind?" A question, which on the surface seems simple 

enough, but when you think of it, how awful it sounds. What kind 

of God did those disciples believe in? What kind of God did they 

follow? Did they really think that God looks down from heaven 

and says, "All right, fellow. I've seen you cheating on your taxes; 

I've seen you skipping church. So I've decided to make the precious 

baby of yours to be born blind."  

 

What kind of God would do that? Why would the disciples think 

that way? And yet as shocking as it sounds, many people view God 

in precisely those terms. The fact is the ancient Jews dealt with 

illness and suffering much differently than we do. It was common 

belief that illness and especially physical deformity were evidence 

of sinfulness and so upon seeing the blind man, the disciples 

naturally asked, "Who brought this suffering upon him? Was it 

something his parents had done that caused God to do this? Or did 

the man sin himself and cause it?"  
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To our modern ears, this line of questioning sounds incredible. 

Who would think such a thing? And we hear it? Often when I ask 

parents why they want their child baptized the answer comes back, 

“So he or she will go to heaven.” When tragedy strikes or when 

suffering happens, when misfortune hits or when death makes its 

solemn visit, who hasn't asked the question, "How come?" Who 

sinned? Whose fault is this? Why would God allow this to 

happen...?  

 

For (we think):  

• if God is in charge, how can this tragedy happen?  

• if God is so loving, why must I suffer loss?  

• if God is kind and all knowing, why not prevent this from 

happening?  

• if God is almighty, all-powerful, all-loving (or all-whatever 

else) ... if God is any of these things or even just one of them, 

why should this happen? 

 

All too often when we come face to face with life, we find 

ourselves asking (as did the disciples): How could God have let 

this happen? Who sinned? What did I do wrong? Today's scriptural 

question of the disciples is our question as well.  
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From the time we are children onward, we learn to admire power. 

We stand in awe of things that are big and loud and mighty 

looking. We honor the victor. We congratulate the one who 

outsmarts the system. And with our gift of imagination, we project 

these images out beyond ourselves, magnifying them to eternal 

dimensions, and calling them "God."  

• God, the most powerful of all.  

• God, the mastermind of everything that is.  

• God, the clever controller of everything that happens.  

• God, who can do whatever we imagine.  

• God, who can fix whatever is wrong. 

 

Get God on your side (we think) and you can't lose. Get God 

behind you (we believe) and everything will be all right. When we 

encounter illness or suffering, when we come face to face with 

tragedy; when we pray for healing or comfort, and it doesn't 

happen, out pops the question, "Who sinned?" What went wrong? 

How could this happen? For after all, if God were on our side, this 

wouldn’t have happened.  

 

Who sinned, this man or his parents? It's the difficult question of 

the problem of suffering, perhaps the most difficult question any 

human being can face. And we must be careful to avoid an easy 

answer. That's what the disciples did. Who sinned, they asked, this 

man or his parents? If only the answer were as simple as that. If 

only we could trace the source of suffering as directly as that. But 

we know it's not as easy as that. We know the answer is more 

difficult than that.  
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And yet we want easy answers for everything. We'd like to 

program out the unexplainable and attribute the good to God's will. 

We'd like to have life clearer, more easily understandable. But life 

is not like that. Bad things happen to good people. Some prayers 

are answered and others seemingly are not. People suffer. 

Misfortune happens. Tragedy strikes and we are left only with 

questions. As Paul says, "We see in a mirror dimly ..." (1 Corinthians 

13:12).  

 

In the midst of a life filled with questions, in a world that often 

confounds us with no answer we turn to the One whose love we 

can trust. In this season of Lent, we draw near the cross and there 

we are comforted. For ours is a God who suffers with us. Ours is a 

God who embraces our tears. Bishop John Baker says in his book, 

“The Foolishness of God”, that the only totally accurate picture of 

God that we have is the crucified Jesus. Or as another theologian 

puts it, "The only omnipotent power of God that really matters to 

us is God's almighty power of enduring love."  

 

If God is in Jesus, if we believe that God was present in the 

sufferings and death of Christ, then we must believe that God is 

present with us in our suffering, as well. Remember how Jesus 

answered the disciples? Who sinned, he was asked. "Neither this 

man nor his parent sinned; he was born blind so that God's works 

might be revealed in him" (John 9:3). Somehow there is a purpose 

in this. Somehow God's mercy will be revealed. Now I don't know 

if the blind man was happy to hear that answer or not or if he even 

understood it. But I do know this. Jesus' answer can have deep 

meaning to us. 
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For when all is said and done, even as suffering, tragedy, 

misfortune, and loss remain a mystery for us, the source of healing, 

the source of comfort, the source of strength and hope need not be 

a mystery. For ours is a God who shares our suffering. Ours is a 

God whose love never ends. And ours is a God who stands within 

tragedy and who upholds us in loss.  

 

We have all experienced loss and disappointment and can witness 

to this truth. On a personal level I can attest to this. By the time I 

was 55 I had lost my entire birth family: first my mother, then my 

father, then my brother, and then my sister all dead before I was 

fifty-five. And as well my sister-in-law also died. My children 

never knew my parents. I never had the chance to experience my 

elder years with my sister and brother. Being the only minister in 

the family I conducted funeral services for my siblings, for my 

sister-in-law, for Mary’s parents, and for her aunt and uncle, and I 

have often wondered on a personal level where are you God? 

However through it all in a most mysterious and wonderful way I 

have found God to be there. It hasn’t change the results, but it has 

given me hope and the strength to move on in my life. 

 

My experience, as I am sure your own experiences as well, echo 

what Jesus tells us today. When heartache comes, as it surely will, 

when suffering and tragedy befall us as often happens, let us not 

cry, "Who sinned? Whose fault is this?" But rather let us by faith 

be drawn even closer to God. Let us ask and explore the question 

“where is God in the midst of life’s journey? And let us remember 

that we have a God who walks with us, who suffers with us, and 

who shares our pain. May it be so. Amen.  


