
Oxford Circuit online worship, 22.3.20

Psalm 23; John 9.1–41

Well, this is a strange new world, isn’t it. Things we thought secure even only a week 

ago have changed dramatically. Last Sunday, most of us will have been in our own 

churches for worship and, even though there might have been a bit more washing of 

hands and doorhandles going on, things were vaguely normal. I was at Bladon among 

the youngsters, joining in with some games after worship, including one — which was a

version of a game I knew as ‘wink murder’ — in which we performed some (it has to be

said) overdramatic death scenes. And this week I was looking forward to sharing in holy 

communion with people at Kidlington.

But now most of our communion is virtual. Gathering round the table is risky. And 

death feels a little bit more close at hand. It is quite understandable that we might be 

worried about ourselves and about each other. In a world where all of us are having to 

trust in modelling and forecasting it is quite understandable that we might find it 

particularly hard to see the future.

And I took a glance at the lectionary readings suggested for today and found that the 

psalm is Psalm 23. The Lord is my shepherd. The psalm, of course, speaks of God, of 

Yahweh, but as Christians we read the psalm in the light of Jesus and think perhaps of 

Jesus as the good shepherd. We are the flock. Not the herd seeking immunity but the 

flock being led.

There is a tradition going back beyond the psalm of talking about the king as a 

shepherd. So it’s actually quite a radical idea to say that the Lord is your shepherd. It’s 

saying that we give God authority, trust, faith. Do we trust our kings, our presidents, 

our prime ministers? Well, whatever the answer to that is, in the end our trust is in 

God — and in the God we see in Jesus.

What kind of a God is the God we can trust in, then? Well, a God of generous 

hospitality. Even in the valley of the shadow of death. A God who prepares a table with 

overflowing cups. But what kind of news is that when part of our pain is that we cannot

gather at the table, whether that is a table in our closed restaurants and cafés or a table 

in our churches? What does it mean to be a community, a gathering of people, when 

we have to keep our physical distance so we can protect each other? What does it mean 

as a community of followers of Jesus not to be able to gather at the communion table? 

What does all this mean when we might still want to say that God is a generous God? 

Or do we really want to say that? Are we shaking our fists at God? (I’m not very good at

shaking my fist). How is it possible to say simply that we ‘trust in God’ when it is so 

hard to see the future?

Seeing is a key theme in John’s gospel. If you happen to have used the lectionary gospel 

readings over the last couple of weeks then you’ll have seen the powerful figure of 

Nicodemus talking with Jesus at night when no one could see, then the shamed and 
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powerless Samaritan woman at the well talking with Jesus in the bright noon sunlight. 

Nicodemus couldn’t quite grasp the idea of being born from above because he could 

only understand it as a literal being born again (the word can mean either ‘again’ or 

‘from above’). But the woman saw — really saw — who Jesus was.

Now we have a man born blind. Will he see? Will he see again? Or will he see ‘from 

above’?

Mud made with saliva: don’t try this at home, especially now! But the man sees and is 

now an eye witness. All he knows is his experience: he knows he was blind and he 

knows he now can see.

The man goes from being almost an irrelevance in the story — someone Jesus’s 

disciples just happen to see, someone reduced to begging because he had no other way 

to support himself — he goes from that to being at the heart of the debate between 

Jesus and the Pharisees, to being a witness that Jesus was from God. All this he knows 

from his experience. He receives from Jesus and is told to do something himself too, to 

go and wash in the pool. When he responds and washes, he receives his sight. He sees 

again. He sees from above.

So where are we in these snippets of Scripture? Where are you, I wonder? Are you a 

disciple intrigued by a question about what all this means? Are you a beggar by the pool

who just can’t do anything else because that is where society has left you? Are you a 

religious person who knows how things are supposed to be? Or a religious person who 

finds God in something new?

Or a sheep somehow holding fast to the shepherd?

It’s not very pleasant to be called a sheep. We like to think we’re cleverer than that. We 

like to think we have more control.

Well, we are cleverer than that. But I’m not sure we have more control. I wonder 

whether some of the fear which is around the place at the moment is because we can’t 

control the virus. We don’t really know where it is or how it will affect us. Life is 

changing probably more than it’s ever changed since the second world war. But that’s 

because we happen to live in a place where wars happen overseas. Poverty is often well 

hidden and politicians sometimes struggle to imagine that there are people who are at 

the edge of society like that Samaritan woman at the well, or who have little hope for 

the future, like the blind man who had to beg.

I rather think that what is going on now is actually bringing home to us, in an extreme 

and shocking and — yes — sometimes frightening way that actually we do not have 

control. It was true this time last year that I could catch a disease from my neighbour, 

or infect them with one. It was true that if I didn’t wash my hands enough sooner or 

later I’d get ill. It was true that I never really knew whether all those things that were in

my diary would really happen or not.
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And now we have been reminded of all these things. And in the responding to it, we 

see love breaking through. There is a lot of looking out for people going on, among us 

and in the world beyond our communities, and that is a wonderful thing. There are 

countless people working as hard as they possibly can in all kinds of ways to get us from

where we are now to a better place. Love is perhaps now extreme in a way which was 

hidden from us before, which we failed to see. We have had our eyes opened.

This is our experience. This is our story. This is our testimony. That God is love — and

wild, extreme, overflowing, bountiful love. Sometimes it is hard to see. Sometimes we 

are afraid and what we need more than anything is for the shepherd to hold us in the 

green pastures with the waters of rest, to restore our soul, our life.

Our holy communion was always with those not present as well as those present. Now 

it is more so. Gathering round the table is risky. But gathering round the Lord’s table 

was always risky! Our eyes might be opened in all kinds of ways. And, after all, God’s 

grace does not rely on our normal ways of receiving it. Let’s not confuse the means with

the end in itself.

Friends, we may not be able to reach out and touch each other — and that is hard. We 

were made to be companions. But now some of these strange ways of life we have been 

learning are acts of love. And we are still together. Friends, pray hard. Love hard. And 

wash your hands!
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