Reflection:      Rev Wayne Toleafoa               15th March 2026
Learning To See Again 
Our first reading from I Samuel 16 – is the story of how  God chose David  as the new king-elect after Saul’s fall from grace. 
It is a lesson in how we can sometimes misjudge people. 
Jesse parades seven of his sons before Samuel, from the eldest to the youngest. All of them are fine looking young men, tall and handsome , but Samuel senses that God has not picked any of them. He hears the niggling voice of the Spirit saying to him:
‘The LORD does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart.’   
He asks if there is another son and is told that the youngest is in the fields tending the livestock. When David is brought before Samuel he immediately senses that ‘this is the one!’ 
I don’t know if you’ve ever felt misjudged by someone who only looks at your outward appearance.  I sometimes joke that I wear my clerical collar so that people won’t mistake me for an unsuccessful car salesman. 
I have been mistaken for the church janitor in one of my other parishes. I was dressed in shorts doing some sweeping around the church and a man rolled up and asked to see the minister. 
It reminds me of an American comedy where a white sheriff is in a car chase, in hot pursuit of a fleeing offender. He calls up the sheriff in  the next county on his car radio  and asks for his assistance . The sheriff in the next county is an Afro American who manages to stop and arrest the offender. When the white sheriff arrives, he runs over to the Afro Americans patrol car and says, ‘Hey Boy! where’s the sheriff?”  The black sheriff replies, “I am the sheriff’. And the white sheriff replies ‘Oh, you sounded ah, ‘taller’ on the radio!”
Racial prejudice is a form of spiritual blindness. It fails to see the REAL worth of another human being. Any kind of prejudice is  spiritual blindness.
I have been guilty of misjudging people too. I have two minister friends who I greatly misjudged for years:
One was a classmate at Knox Theological Hall. I always picked him to be a bookish kind of person. He was always very studious and erudite and wore a duffle coat most of the time.  I never picked him to be an athlete until about 10 years ago,  when I saw his picture in the paper with a swag of medals around his neck. He was a NZ senior fencing champion. I never would’ve picked it. But it changed my whole way of seeing him. 
Another minister friend surprised me when my wife and I went to see an Italian Comedy Opera in Napier. There, in one of the main singing roles was a minister I had known for several years. I never ever picked him to be an opera singer. Again, I was learning to see him with new eyes. 
He probably wouldn’t have picked me as a fan of opera!  
Sometimes new knowledge helps us to see the world with new eyes.  
I had a friend at university who did his PhD on land formations. He was able to describe in detail how local land features came about and their history. It gave him a particular perspective on our familiar surroundings. He could see through the eyes of a geologist. And he helped others, like me to see.  
Learning to see the world from another cultural perspective is also an enriching experience. I have enjoyed learning the little I know about Maoritanga. It helps me to empathise with Maori people. 
Learning your own family history also helps you to understand yourself in new ways. I sometimes look at myself in the mirror and see my father staring back at me.    
Jesus had a lot to say about ‘learning to see’ with new eyes. 
In Isaiah 42: 6 & 7, part of the purpose or job description of the Messiah, was to open the eyes of the blind…
In Matt 18: 3 Jesus  teaches his disciples: ‘Unless you change and become like little children, you will never see the Kingdom of God’. 
Becoming a follower of Jesus means looking at the world through new and different eyes. The eyes of unconditional love… agape love.   
As I thought of the Bible passages about seeing with new eyes, I couldn’t help but think of the work of the late great New Zealander and Australian, Fred Hollows. Fred was born in Dunedin in 1929 and died in 1993 aged 63. He grew up in a working-class Brethren family with strong values of fairness and social justice. Initially he studied divinity at Otago preparing for ordained ministry , but he changed his mind, and ended up studying medicine specializing in eye medicine (Ophthalmology). 
He became well-known for restoring sight to people with cataracts and preventable blindness in Australia, Nepal, Eritrea, Vietnam, and right across the Pacific. He also trained local doctors  so that the communities they lived in could be self-sufficient as far as eye specialists go. Furthermore, he challenged the high cost of intraocular lenses and helped establish low-cost lens factories so that surgery could be affordable.  Hundreds of thousands of people, especially people in poorer communities, have  benefitted from his work and the legacy that he left behind in the form of: ‘The Fred Hollows Foundation.’  You might have seen some ads on TV of some of the people who received their sight because of his important work… Huge smiles on their faces; able to see their loved ones again; jumping for joy! So happy to have their sight restored.  
Our gospel lesson today is the story of a man born blind. And upon receiving his sight – he had to learn what it is to see . I don’t know what that would be like, but I imagine that he would have been overjoyed! The pharisees called him a’ fake’ and asked his parents if he was really born blind, and how his healing happened. The Pharisees believed he was blind because of sin. His own sins, or the sins of his parents. Jesus debunks that doctrine by opening the man’s eyes without asking him to repent or offer a sin sacrifice. Having his sight restored is an act of pure grace. There is no judgement involved. Even after the man with new sight tells the pharisees a second time how it happened, they are still in denial. Instead of being happy for him, they banish him from the synagogue community. 
They were suffering from a spiritual blindness which refused to see the truth.   
They were more prepared to close their eyes and hold on to their old beliefs than accept that a new reality is emerging – the reality initiated by Jesus. The new reality called The Kingdom of Heaven or the reign of God. 

Sometimes I ask myself : Am I like those pharisees… reluctant to change? Holding on to old ways of worship? Holding on to my own version of what God is doing?   
I wouldn’t be a Presbyterian if I wasn’t cautious about every wind of new doctrine , or cautious about fads that come and go in the wider church.
But that protestant reserve should never stop me or you from looking at new trends in the wider church and trying to discern what the spirit is saying to the church.  It has been said that the greatest body of new literature about the church these days  is literature describing the reasons for its decline. We should be looking at positive voices within the wider church… voices that sound like the loving and just voice of Jesus. 
I’d just like to conclude with a story about Fred Hollows: 
People who worked with Fred Hollows tell a story from one of his early trips to an outback Aboriginal community. Fred had been examining patients all morning in a makeshift clinic … a schoolroom with the desks pushed aside and a single fan stirring the hot air. A young mother came in carrying her father, an elderly man who had been blind for years. Fred examined him, spoke gently with him, and then turned to the daughter and said, “We can fix this. He doesn’t have to stay in the dark.”
She burst into tears — not because she doubted him, but because no one had ever said those words with such certainty. Later, one of the nurses asked Fred how he could promise so boldly when the conditions were so rough. Fred shrugged and said: 
“If someone’s been sitting in darkness, you don’t talk about the darkness.
You light a candle and get to work.”


