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Paying Attention

February 22nd, 2009

A week ago, last Friday, marked one of those days that you’d either look forward to with excitement & pride… or with sadness & fear. 

· You see, last Friday was report card day… that day when everything that was done in secret would be made known…

· Even worse, it would be made known to the very people who had the power to not only make you study more… but, if those grades weren’t good enough… had the power to make you stop watching so much TV! 

· For me, when I was growing up… and apparently for my girls today… the big thing about our report cards weren’t so much the grades… though at times that was a problem…
No… for us Simonians, the bigger issue has to do with the teacher’s remarks… where they made sure the parents knew how you were really doing in class.  
· I mean, if that not-so-good grade didn’t do it, the “teacher’s remarks” section would always do me in.
· And yet, as much as I thought my teachers liked me, they would always make that same remark… “Craig isn’t paying attention as well as he should.”
· What? How could I be expected to pay attention to some old 26 year old teacher when I’m sitting in a class of other 10 year olds!
Well, it turns out that some thirty years later (ok, maybe a little more), there are still areas in my life where paying attention is still a challenge.
· And I’d like to talk about one of those areas against the backdrop of a pretty amazing encounter between Jesus and a man who was, in almost every way, ignored by the world around him… 

· Someone whom almost no one paid attention to.
· So, if you’ve got your Bibles with you, go ahead and turn to John, chapter 9. Let’s jump right into this!
Starting with verse 1, we read that “As Jesus was walking along, he saw a man who had been blind from birth. ‘Rabbi,’ His disciples asked Him, ‘Why was this man born blind? Was it because of his own sins or his parents' sins?’  3‘It was not because of his sins or his parents' sins,’ Jesus answered. ‘This happened so the power of God could be seen in him. 4We must quickly carry out the tasks assigned us by the one who sent us. The night is coming, and then no one can work. 5But while I am here in the world, I am the light of the world.’"
Just after he said this, Jesus does something very odd.  We see, in verse 6, that He spit on the ground and made mud with his saliva and spread the mud over the man's eyes.  

· Then he tells the guy to go to the Pool of Siloam to wash the mud off.

· Now, the Pool of Siloam was a reservoir of freshwater built next to the Temple Mount by Hezekiah 700 years before this story took place. 
· It was built in order to divert more water into the city just in case the Assyrians made good on their promise to attack Jerusalem, which they did.  
· By Jesus’ day, it was a major gathering place for ancient Jews making religious pilgrimages to the city.
So the man does just what Jesus asked him to do. He goes to the pool of Siloam to wash the mud off of his eyes.  And when he does, he’s suddenly able to see… for the first time in his life!
· His neighbors… and all those who had known him as a blind beggar began to ask, "Isn’t this the man who used to sit and beg?”
· Some were saying, "He is." The others were saying, "No, he just looks like him." 
· And yet, the beggar kept saying, "I'm the man."  So, they asked him, "Then what happened? How were you healed?”
· He answered, in verse 11, “The man they call Jesus made mud and spread it over my eyes and told me, ‘Go to the pool of Siloam and wash yourself.’ So I went and washed, and now I can see!”
· Needless to say, this man’s encounter with Jesus changed his life forever. 

And yet, for us, beyond seeing Jesus’ love & compassion & power expressed as He heals this man, this is really a story about Jesus noticing somebody that other people didn't notice. 

· It’s a story about Jesus paying attention to people that may be so easy to miss.

· Imagine a couple sitting at the breakfast table, and she's pouring her heart out in conversation while he's focused on reading the newspaper.

· She gets more and more frustrated. Finally, she can't contain her frustration any more and says to him, "You're not listening to me."
He says to her, "I can repeat every word you say." He does. But, here's the question. Is she satisfied with that? No, she's not satisfied with that. Why not? 

· Because, she doesn't want him just to get the words. She's not interested in conversing with a tape recorder. 

· She wants him to put down the stupid paper, look her in the eye and pay attention to her. Right?

· Of course, it could go the other way. It could be the woman who is reading the paper and the man who is in conversation. Right??

You see, paying attention to those around us is one of the most important things we can do. In fact, they’ve actually done studies on this. 

· One of these studies was done in a college classroom. Apparently, while the professor has no idea anything was going on, all the students in the class were in on the experiment.

· You see, whenever the professor moved to the right side of the room while speaking, the students were instructed to not pay any attention to him at all. 

· They wouldn't look at him… No eye contact, nothing. 

As he moved over to the left, they would sit up straight. The farther he moved to the left, the more attention they would pay. 

· When he was way over to the wall on the left hand side, they would be taking notes, smiling, nodding and maintaining eye contact. 

· Well… not surprisingly, by the end of the quarter, the professor has moved his podium to the far left corner of the room! 

· The point was, of course, that paying attention to people shapes our behavior… and subsequently, shapes our lives.

Truth is, paying attention is a very powerful force. Any of you who have spoken in a public setting know how powerful attention is. 

· When you speak, for example, there are certain faces that encourage you. I find this week after week. Now, you guys are all great listeners…  

· By the way you smile, nod and make eye contact, you're saying, "Keep going… don’t stop… preach for another hour if you want!" 

· Of course, not everyone does that… sometimes you realize that, as important as the sermon is, some people are anxious to just pray. 

· You know that because you can see their eyes closing and their chins heading south toward their chests.  

But then, having apparently received some great revelation in prayer, you can see their eyes immediately open and their head immediately rise.  

· But then… after a few minutes, they go back to their praying! I still remember talking to one of these people after church one Sunday.  

· I said, "Joyce… is there anyway you could manage to stay awake during my sermons!" Just kidding… I’m actually the worst offender with this!
· Truth is, Attention is so valuable. That’s why we don’t always offer it.  

· In fact, when we give someone our attention, we’re said to be “paying” attention… because, it's a valuable thing. 

Well, that brings us to back this blind man in John 9. This man spent his entire life being ignored. For those around him, he simply wasn’t worth noticing. 

· If you ever drive by an intersection and see a guy standing with a "Will work for food" sign, just notice how the people driving by relate to him.

· For the most part, you’ll see pretty much the same kind of interaction. 

· He’ll try to catch their attention while they will turn their heads away, pretending they never saw him. 

We do this because, once we pay attention… once we make eye contact… then we feel a much stronger obligation to offer some kind of help.

· Well, that was a snapshot of this guy's whole life. No matter what he did to catch their attention, each and every day, people would look the other way. 

· You see, he was used to being ignored… Not only did his disability and his pain make people feel uncomfortable… but so did his line of work. 

Have you ever walked toward a store around Christmastime only to see the Salvation Army guy ringing his bell? 

· If you didn’t have a buck or two to give him, what would you do? 

· Well, not only might you ignore him, but you’d start by looking for an alternative entrance.  

· And, if there wasn’t, then you’d sort of make a beeline toward the door with your head down a bit… right?

But we’re told here in verse 1 that, "As Jesus walked along, he saw a man who had been blind from birth." 

· And rather than walk away, he went up to the man… a man no one paid any attention to… someone who was seen to be fairly insignificant to everyone else around him.

· Maybe you’ve experienced seasons in your life where, in the grand scheme of things, you’ve felt pretty insignificant.  

· Even now… maybe you’ve been feeling as though that insignificance has caused you to somehow fall even off of Jesus’ radar… 

Maybe it’s a struggle believing that Jesus is paying attention to you right now in your life.

· But guys… understand that there isn’t the smallest detail of your life that doesn’t interest Him.  

· We’re told that He numbers the very hairs on our head.

· Truth is, God is not bored by the most trivial detail of your life. He loves you.... He notices you… He enjoys paying attention to you. 

You see, Jesus is just walking along… and he sees this guy whom everyone else, day after day, seems to ignore. 

· In fact, his disciples see this… and so, they ask Jesus this very strange question.

· Look at verse 2. The disciples ask Jesus, "Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents that he was born blind?" 

· Just think about this question. The man was born blind. How could his blindness, which existed since his birth, be caused by his own sin?

Yet, there was a fairly common belief in Jesus' day that it was possible to be born into this world as a sinner… not just with a sinful nature… but as an actual sinner.

· For example, if a mother-to-be worshipped in a heathen temple, there were rabbis who taught that the unborn child could be judged to be guilty of idolatry. 

· You see, it somehow made people feel better if they could think that a suffering person deserved his suffering. (today… immigrants, the poor, etc)
· In other words, people believed there was a cause-and-effect relationship between suffering and sin. 

That's the world-view this guy was up against in his life. He spent his life with people trying to ignore him because, after all, his blindness was his own fault. 

· He was blind… and that was depressing to people. 

· He was a beggar, and that was demanding for people. 

· In their minds, he was the product of sin, and that was disgusting to people. 

· Mothers would walk by this man with their children and tell their children "Don't look at him. Don't listen to him. Don't go near him. Don't pay any attention to him. He doesn’t deserve our help.”
But, as Jesus is walking along, He walks right up to this man whom everyone else ignores. 

· And as He comes up to the man, His disciples ask, “Jesus… what’s the deal here… is he like this because of his own sin or his parent’s sin?" 

· So, Jesus says to them, "Guys… you haven’t been paying attention. God has not forsaken him. God has come to him." 

· He says, in verse 3; "It’s not because of his sins or his parent’s sins… This happened so the power of God could be seen (or, revealed) in him.”
· In other words, this man’s blindness wasn’t the result of any one person’s sin, but was rather, an occasion for God’s love & power to be displayed in his life.

Now look at what he says next in verse 4. Almost out of nowhere, Jesus says, “We must quickly carry out the tasks assigned us by the One who sent us.  The night is coming, and then no one can work.”
· The NIV reads, "We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day. Night is coming when no one can work.”
· Now, what does Jesus mean when He says, "while it is day"? 

· What He is saying is that we’re being given extraordinary opportunities to display God’s love & power in the lives of those God may put in our path.

· And yet, like the daytime, each of these opportunities won’t last forever. 

You see, sometimes, because we’re not paying attention, we end up missing the opportunities we’ve been given to express His love.

· In other words, Jesus is saying to them… “listen guys… you need to respond to the opportunities God puts before you to display his love, mercy, and power… If we had walked past this man, we would have missed an incredible opportunity to express the Father’s love.”

If you’ve ever seen the Blues Brothers then you’ll remember that Jake and Elwood were two fierce musicians with a cause.

· In fact, over and over again they’d explain to people how they were “on a mission from God!”
· You see, what Jesus is saying to us here is that God has give us a task… He’s given us a mission…

· That through our day-to-day lives, we all have opportunities to display God’s love & goodness & power to the world around us.

· As grandiose as it may sound, the truth about your life and my life is that we're on a mission from God. 

Jesus says in Matthew 5, "You're the salt of the earth. You're the light of the world. Together you're a city set on a hill, a light that cannot be hidden.”
· And yet, we all know just how easy it is for us to forget all that… to forget that there’s something bigger going in and around our lives…

· than simply going to work or picking up the kids or doing the laundry.

· The problem sometimes is that we tend to see ministry as something that always happens during carved out blocks of time. 

· But, it was in the context of Jesus “just walking along” that encounters like this would happen... As He was just living out His every-day life. 

In fact, one of the great barriers to our engaging the world around us is the illusion that we must somehow have an important job, an impressive title, or a significant portfolio in order to interact with people. 
· But guys… this business of doing the work of God mostly happens in the routine, unspectacular corners of your everyday life.

· It happens amongst the people and opportunities that God brings into your life. 

· You are on a mission from God… a mission that doesn’t require ministry titles or programs… 

· but a willingness to respond to the opportunities God places in front of us as we engage the world in our day-to-day lives.  

The problem was that when Jesus said, “we must quickly carry out the tasks assigned us” by God, the people were probably somewhat unsure what “tasks” He was referring to.

· For the religious leaders, carrying out the “tasks” or “works” of God had to do with living a rule-oriented, legalistic life.

· Look at verses 13-16. “Then they took the man who had been blind to the Pharisees, because it was on the Sabbath that Jesus had made the mud and healed him. The Pharisees asked the man all about it. So, he told them, ‘He put the mud over my eyes, and when I washed it away, I could see!’ Some of the Pharisees said, ‘This man Jesus is not from God, for He is working on the Sabbath.’”

You see, for many of these Pharisees, Jesus had broken the Sabbath by healing the blind man. 
· In fact, the religious leaders in Jesus' day had a list of 39 things you were not allowed to do on the Sabbath. 
· For example, you weren’t allowed to cut your fingernails on the Sabbath… you couldn’t pluck a hair from your head or beard… you couldn’t mix or knead bread or clay. 

· And so, when Jesus used saliva and dirt to make clay, he was actually violating one of the 39 things you couldn't do on the Sabbath. 

More than that, healing was not allowed on the Sabbath. One of the rules was that you could receive medical attention on the Sabbath only if your life was in actual danger, only if your life was threatened. 

· Even then, it could only be for the purpose of keeping you from dying. It couldn't be to improve your condition. 

· This stuff is all taken very seriously. If your hand or foot was dislocated, they wrote that you were not allowed to pour cold water over it, because cold water might help heal the sprain. 

· You see, for them, the work of God, for example, was about the rules of Sabbath-keeping.
But Jesus says that the work of God is way more than following a set of regulations and rules. 

· For Jesus, if you want to do the work of God, start by paying attention to people, start loving people… especially people whom others ignore. 

· The religious leaders of Jesus' day were so devoted to showing their righteousness that they missed the essence of the work of God, which is love.

· That’s why Jesus says in John 13, "A new Commandment I give to you. Love one another." 
If you want to know what the primary work of God is, it is love…. It’s about loving God and loving one another.

· And the place where love starts is where we start paying attention to those around us... starting with those whom everyone else ignores…
· People like the blind beggar in this story. To see just how unloved and ignored this man was, look back at verses 8-9. 

· This guy has been there begging by the side of the road for much of his life. 

And yet, in verse 8, after he had received his sight, his neighbors and those who had seen him over and over again as a beggar began to ask “Is this not the man who used to sit and beg?" 

· But, here's the thing. This guy has been out begging in the same place for his whole life… perhaps 30 or 40 years. 

· And yet, even his neighbors… those people who lived in the same community as he did… 

· as well as all the people who passed by him everyday… Only a few of them could even recognize him! 

Day after day, he's been a part of their world. And yet, they have paid so little attention to him that when the miracle happens and he receives his sight, they're not even able to identify him. 

· They didn't even know what he looked like. Some of them didn't even think he was the same guy.

· The capacity of human beings to go through their days, day after day, without paying attention is staggering. 

· But, of course, I know that it’s not hard for me to get there myself.

I can get so busy or self-absorbed, for example, that I simply miss the fact that something is weighing deeply on Joyce’s heart.

· I don't like to think that I'm capable of that kind of inattentiveness, especially to the most important person in my life… but I am.

· Truth is, there are times when I’m simply not paying enough attention… even to the people I love to most.

· So, let me ask you a few questions, which I’d like you to reflect on this week.  The first is this… 
Are you paying attention to God? Are you waiting on Him… are you listening to His voice in your life?

Needless to say, for a lot of us, the reality of day-to-day life can make this a huge challenge.  

· But are you willing to pay attention to Him… perhaps on a deeper level than even before?

· For some of you, that’ll mean getting more serious about dialing down both the noise in your life… and the pace in which you live your life.

· You see, guys, it’s as we pay attention to God… to what He may be saying and doing in our lives… 

· that we get to really experience His love and affirmation and power.

The second question is this… Are you paying attention to people? 

Do you want to know what the secret of being irresistible is? A little life-tip from me to you…

· Would you like to know? It could come in handy sometime. It’s just this… Pay attention to people. 

· If you want to do the work of God, start by simply attending to people. Notice them. Especially notice the people no one else is noticing.

· When you pay attention to someone and focus totally on someone, what you’re saying to them is that they’re important… that they’re worth your time… that they’re valuable.
· Jesus pays attention to this man that no one has paid attention to… and because of that, his life is changed forever! 

And yet, the Pharisees are so opposed to Jesus that they’d do just about anything to discredit what's happening here. 

· I mean, this was an amazing miracle… but they don't want to see it. So, they call in the guy's parents. 
· Take a look at verses 19-21. The religious leaders asked the man’s parents, “Is this your son? Was he really born blind?  If so, how can he now see?
· His parents answered, "We know this is our son, and that he was born blind. But we do not know how he can see or who healed him. Ask him. He is old enough to speak for himself.”
It’s interesting, because the mom and dad are not going real far out on a limb here to stick up for their boy… and the next verse tells why: "His parents said this because they were afraid of the religious leaders." 

· You see, the religious leaders had already agreed that anyone who confessed Jesus to be the Messiah would be put out of the synagogue. 

· And so, his parents said, "He’s old enough to speak for himself." 

· So, the Pharisees called this guy back in for a second round. Remember, this is a guy who spent his whole life being ignored. 

· And yet, all of a sudden, everybody is falling all over themselves to get at him. 

Now, these leaders have a clear agenda, which is to get him to say something that will discredit Jesus. 

· But the way he handles himself is amazing. In verse 24, they call him in and remind him how “God should get the glory for this, because we know this man Jesus is a sinner.” 

· Look at his response: "I don't know whether he is a sinner. But I know this: I was blind, and now I can see!" 

They said to him, "What did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?" 

· He answered them, "I have told you already, and you would not listen. Why do you want to hear it again? Do you also want to become his disciples?" 

· There's a little bit of sarcasm going on there. This guy is a remarkable character for somebody who has been ignored his whole life long. 

· Verse 28: "Then they reviled him saying, 'You're his disciple, but we are disciples of Moses. We know that God has spoken to Moses. As for this man, we don't know where he comes from.'"

Look at this. In verse 30, the man answers, "Well… that’s very strange!  He healed my eyes and yet you (our own religious leaders) don’t know where he comes from?” 
· Apparently, they weren’t real receptive to his question… so, they lash out at him in verse 34, saying, “You were born a total sinner!” After which, they threw him out of the synagogue.
· You see, John’s telling us about a blind man who can see… and religious men who can see, but are blind.
· And yet, here's the irony. They think of themselves as being totally devoted to the work of God. 
· They are so busy with it that when God himself comes, they never even notice. They're just not paying attention. 
Look at verse 35, as we come to the conclusion of the story. After Jesus heard how the religious leaders had driven the man out of the synagogue, He finds the man and asks him, "Do you believe in the Son of man?" 
· The man answered, "Who is he, sir? Tell me so that I may believe in him." 
· Jesus said to him, "You have seen him and He is speaking to you!”
· One of the things I love here is how carefully John expresses the man’s increasing understanding and insight into who Jesus is. 
Back in verse 11 the man's neighbors ask him, "How is it that he came to see, and who healed him?" 
· His response is, "The man Jesus." That’s pretty much all he knows about the man who just healed him… His name!
· But then, in verse 17, when the Pharisees are interviewing him for the first time, they say, "Who is the one who opened your eyes?" 

· The man says, "He's a Prophet." There's something special about him. He has some kind of religious authority that I’ve never seen before.
· Then in verse 33 in the second interview with the religious leaders, he says, "If this man were not from God, he could do nothing." 
In other words, it has become clear now that this man is not just a Prophet. He has been uniquely sent from God. 
· But then, notice in verse 37 what Jesus says to this man… this man who had been blind his entire life.  He says, "You've seen him!" 
· And so the man cries out in the very next verse… “Lord, I believe!” And began worshipping him.

· It all started because Jesus paid attention.  Think about it…

When the disciples looked at this man by the side of the road, they found an interesting, theological problem: "Whose sin caused this man to be born blind?" 
· When his neighbors looked at him, they saw an eyesore, a reminder of suffering and poverty that they have learned to overlook. 
· When the Pharisees looked at this man, they saw a violated Sabbath, a threat to their spiritual authority.
· When Jesus looked at this man, He saw an opportunity to do the work of God… to express to this precious creation the Father’s love and healing. 
Guys… the way we begin to love the world around us is to simply pay attention to the opportunities God lays before us as we walk out our day-to-day lives. 
· And as true as that is for us as individuals… it’s also true of us as a community… as a church.
· So, let me ask you… are you willing to pay more attention to God…  Are you willing to pay more attention to the people you pass by each and every day?

Jesus said that if we, as a community, would attend more to Him and those are us, then we really will be the Light of the World to Morristown…

· As we learn to pay attention to all God is doing around us and all those He’s putting in our path from day to day…

· We’ll really become, more and more, that unique City on a Hill… that reflects the Father’s love and grace and joy to those around us.
