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FOURTH SUNDAY OF LENT 
March 22, 2020 
Reflection by Sister Pat Coughlin, OSB, D.Min. 
1 SM 16:1B, 6-7, 10-13A; EPH 5:8-14; JN 9:1-41 

 
Today's gospel is a long, complicated drama with several scenes, from the Book of  Signs in 
John's gospel. All of  the seven signs in the gospel are meant to show Jesus as the complete 
revelation of  God's love for the world.  The healing of  the blind man is the sixth of  these 
signs, and it reveals Jesus' as the one who can give us not only sight but the depth of  sight 
to see the truth. It takes place as the religious authorities are tightening the noose around 
Jesus as he travels toward his passion and death. John considers its message so important 
that he repeats the details of  the miracle four times.  
 
This passage is about true sight and also about sin, about what is sinful and who is sinful. 
Jesus contradicts simplistic understandings of  sin like the good always prosper and enjoy 
health and the evil suffer and are afflicted.  
 
If  we look at this story through 21st century eyes, we have questions: What does it say to 
people who have darker skin or people who have impaired sight? What about our growing 
realization that 24 hours of  light is not always an absolute good? And our growing 
appreciation of  the role of  darkness on our planet?  Certainly, darkness can be terrifying. I 
remember two occasions of  being in total darkness and the rising tide of  panic I felt.  
Most ancient people experienced 12 or more hours of  no or little light every day. Some 
indigenous people still do. Experiencing almost total darkness must heighten appreciation 
of  light and also heighten fear of  the terrors of  the night. In our age, at least for the 
fortunate, light pollution is a problem: it disrupts our natural biological rhythms as well as 
the those of  creatures around us. And how many of  us Chicagoans have seen the Milky 
Way lately?    
 
But Jesus is talking about spiritual darkness.  
 
Brother John Barker of  CTU has a wonderful reflection on this gospel. He writes about the 
Anton Babinsky Syndrome.  Only 20 or so cases of  it have been recorded since the 16th 
century. People with this syndrome are blind but either don't know it or refuse to 
acknowledge it, even if  they stumble over things. People with the Anton Babinsky 
Syndrome refuse to listen to those who tried to help them understand their situation 
 
The Pharisees are like that. They could not grasp the light of  God shining from Jesus 
because they have made up their minds about him even if  others in the crowd try to get 
them to reconsider. They, too, refused to listen. 
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But the blind man did listen when Jesus told him to wash in the Pool of  Siloam, and he was 
healed. 
 
How many times have we put people into categories: good, bad, wise, crazy, helpful, lazy, 
without really knowing them? When I was in training, I was taught that interpreting a 
client's attitudes, feelings or behavior without deeply listening to and understanding them is 
an act of  violence. This, of  course, is usually easier to do sitting in a room one or two hours 
a week than in day-to-day living.  But we Benedictines are about the hard work of  
listening.  
 
It's looking like we are going to be-I was going to say rubbing shoulders- encountering each 
other more frequently at least for the rest of  Lent. This might be an opportunity to shine 
the light on ourselves and our own Anton Babinsky syndromes. (Brother John slyly hints 
that judgement of  others is an addiction that might be healed by honest community living 
when he writes, "Hello, my name is John, and I have spiritual Anton Babinsky Syndrome.") 
 
In these coming weeks we might have more time to contemplate our situation.  My 
favorite preacher Bruce Epperly has some suggestions: 
 
-During our frequent hand washings we might substitute a prayer that takes about 20 
seconds like the Lord's Prayer, Psalm 22, a favorite hymn for the ABC Song or "Happy 
Birthday" twice. Then think of   
3 or 4 people who are in need of  help or consolation. 
 
-Every time we use our elbow or whatever we use instead of  our fingers, think of  it as a 
prayer. 
 
-Think of  what we are doing to keep ourselves and others safe as being part of  something 
bigger than ourselves. 
 
May we all be able to say on Easter in our own way, however modest, "I was blind, but Now 
I see." 
 


