Mud and Miracles
Psalm 23: John 9:1–11
“It’s been a quiet week in Lake Wobegon, my hometown …” So begins Garrison Keillor on his radio show. The refrain is nostalgic for me, as I remember my childhood as a simpler time. I’d like to have quiet weeks, but it seems more and more busy, chaotic, even tragic in the world around me.
Keillor then describes the weather, and I can do the same. I think we have tipped the scales to spring. The redbud blooms, the daffodils smile, and the deciduous trees blush green. All signs of spring … and there is also mud.
God created the mud along with the blossoms and trees. I hope you noticed the mud in our reading. It seems out of place in the Gospel of John where Jesus is more often depicted as a God. He makes several “I am” statements, evoking the sacred name of God in the Hebrew Bible (see Exodus 3:14). Presumably, Jesus could have given sight to the man with a wave of his hand or even a single word—he is the Word of God incarnate (John 1). But he put mud on him and actually this evokes the God of the Old Testament.
In Genesis 2:7, God “formed the human from the mud of the ground,” and John 9 is an echo of that creative act. By mixing saliva with dirt and applying it, Jesus gives sight where there had been none, reenacting a Genesis-style creation. The miracle signals that the Messiah possesses the same life-giving authority that formed the first human.
Jesus also might have healed in other ways, yet he used mud, which also makes me think of humility (same root as “humus,” the stuff of the soil). And like humility, the word “human” is also derived from soil and mud.
As we have one Creator, we must humbly ground ourselves in common purpose. We want all safety, shelter, and food. We all want our children and the next generation to grow. We all want to worship not only in sanctuaries but to live freely in the world.
I trust that, like me, you are hoping for the truth about the current conflict in the Middle East. We have certainly been lied to before about conflicts in the region in the past. Currently, it’s not clear what are America’s objectives or if this administration has thought about the repercussions of violence in a long-running cauldron of animosity. Different officials give different, contradicting answers. Is it even a war or an excursion? Is it an ongoing battle or have we already won? It’s about as clear as mud.
Rumi—the 13th-century Muslim preacher, legal scholar, and Iran’s most beloved poet—also addressed the warmakers in his time:
Man, man, man,
what kind of lightning are you, setting farms on fire?
What kind of cloud are you, raining down stones?
What kind of hunter?
Caught in your own trap—
a thief stealing from your own home.
We, too, are “caught in [our] own trap, a thief stealing from [our] own home” for war eventually hurts all of humankind. I’m not saying that everyone suffers equally; in fact, it’s most often that the vulnerable suffer the greatest costs, such as the Iranian children whose school was bombed.
Yet, war diminishes the image of God in all of us. Only fools lust for war. The only people who truly benefit are the billionaires who profit from it. If war is a “necessary evil,” it is still an evil. We go to war “with tears in our eyes” (Augustine).
Of course, I realize geopolitics are complicated. Yet, I take Jesus at his word that those who live by the sword will die by the sword (or the bomb or the missile). War diminishes the God in all of us, and Jesus pointed to another way—his commandment of love.
Just as Jesus might have healed in other ways, so God might have spread this love commandment differently. Perhaps written it with clouds or stars across the heavens: LOVE ONE ANOTHER! Perhaps anointed rulers to proclaim it to all citizens. But instead, God chose to take the form of a human servant and then sent other humans to tell others. 
And not just any humans but a couple of lowly fishermen, a Samaritan woman, and a blind beggar who had been ostracized from society though no fault of his own. That man was asked, “How were your eyes opened?” He answered, “[By] a man called Jesus.” (John 9:11). The light of the world sent such people with little possessions, privilege, or power to proclaim the truth, for they were more ready to credit God alone and not fall into the trap of idolizing themselves.
So, let’s get our hands dirty. Let’s reach out to one another and the larger community. Let’s seek to overcome division and lies with empathy and truth. Let’s learn from those who are humble and lowly, whose hearts and minds have been opened by the healing power of God.
My week was not quiet, yet I will end this sermon as Keillor does by giving a story. One morning last week, I visited one of our members in the hospital and found him in a reflective mood. He’d had a lot of time to think in the hospital room. Perhaps because it’s spring, he spoke of his baseball career. During his sophomore year of high school, he’d hit well over .500! But then his career faltered because of a teammate who, in good fun, hit him with a snowball after practice and damaged his left eye: “I couldn’t hit a lick after that.”
10 years later, President Nixon revoked the exemptions for the draft, and my friend’s number was called. With trepidation, he boarded a Greyhound with dozens of other young men, who were all herded like cattle into a warehouse for physicals. But my friend failed the eye exam on account of that snowball. He was sent home to Michigan instead of to basic training and then Vietnam. You might call that benign providence; you might call it dumb luck. Almost 50 years later, my friend, lying in a hospital bed, said that ever since he returned home on that big Greyhound bus, he has tried to give back to others. Like the man who had been born blind, he believed that he had been sent by God.
Jesus is clear that the man had been born blind not by the sin of his parents or his own, but his language about “revealing the work of God” is mysterious. Why do things work out they way they do? Some are blind, some are cured; some are killed, others escape. Things become clearer in hindsight. Yet, while we wait, I believe that, as Jesus reveals God’s will, we are to work for peace and justice and reconciliation as long as there is sacred breath in us. We don’t have all the answers, but we know we can help. The world is a mess; we can get our hands dirty and reach out and serve.
I quote Rumi again— “Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and right-doing, there is a field. I'll meet you there when the soul lies down in that grass.” The Good Shepherd, who leadeth us through the valley of the shadow of death, will guide us into the world to come.
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