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Opportunities 

When I was a pastor years ago in Birmingham, Alabama, there was a member of our church 
there whose wife was very active in the life of the congregation, but he not so much.  In fact, I 
don’t recall ever having seen him in worship, other than maybe the occasional Christmas or 
Easter.  But he was always willing to help out when something needed repair, and because he 
was a real wizard in that regard, he could pretty much fix anything.  In other words, he was worth 
his weight in gold. 

I remember very well the first time I met this particular gentleman.  He was working on some 
electrical problem in the office and was trying to describe to me what was wrong.  But the more 
he talked, the more I had the sense that something was slightly off, that there was something odd 
about the way he was talking.  I couldn’t put my finger on it at first, but I finally realized what it 
was, which was that every time you or I would have used the word “problem,” he always used 
the word “opportunity.”  Once I broke the code, what he was saying made perfect sense.  I never 
did find out whether that was just a personal quirk of his, or it was a way of thinking encouraged 
at his company where presumably there were never any problems, just opportunities.  In any 
case, it seemed (and still seems) to me an interesting way to look at the world around us. 

Of course, a rose by any other name would smell as sweet, and calling a problem an 
opportunity does not make any less of a problem.  But it does seem to me, in at least one important 
respect, that in this particular case it does make a difference, and makes a difference by avoiding 
an issue that almost invariably arises any time we have what we think of as a problem.  Because 
whenever there’s a problem, and especially when that problem involves people, we almost 
immediately think in terms of who is to blame.  If there’s a problem, whose fault is it?  I’m not sure 
why that is, but I have a feeling it’s our way of washing our own hands of any responsibility to 
fix the problem.  Because if we can identify who is to blame, then it’s their responsibility.  On the 
other hand, if it’s not a problem in our minds, but rather an opportunity, then the only issue is 
coming up with a solution and the whole matter of blame simply never comes up.  It just doesn’t 
matter. 

That’s very much an issue in our scripture lesson this morning from the Gospel of John, and 
even in the Bach cantata we’ve just heard.  In both there’s a problem, or at least what we would 
call a problem, and in both, it’s not long before the issue of blame comes up.  In fact, in our gospel 
story, it comes up immediately.  Jesus and his disciples are walking along the road and see a blind 
man, a man blind from birth, and someone asks Jesus, “Who sinned, this man or his parents, that 
he was born blind?”  Notice that their first question was not, “What can we do to help this guy?”  
No, they wanted to know who had sinned, the presumption being that his blindness was a 
punishment from God because someone had sinned.  But who?  Was it the blind man, or his 
parents?  Either way, it was not the disciples’ fault, and therefore it was not their problem. 

Jesus, though, recasts the situation not as a problem but as an opportunity.  “Neither this man 
nor his parents sinned,” Jesus says, “he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in 
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him.”  Now when you first hear that, it sounds like Jesus is saying that it’s God’s fault that the 
man was born blind.  That God purposefully made the man blind so that Jesus could come along 
later and heal him.  The reason that it sounds like that is because we’re still thinking in terms of 
who is to blame, whose fault is it that the man was born blind.  But Jesus has taken a problem and 
turned it into an opportunity.  It’s no one’s fault that the man is blind, he says, but it is an 
opportunity for them to do something helpful for the man, something in keeping with God’s love, 
thus adding to the goodness in the world which then brings glory to God.  So Jesus proceeds to 
heal the man of his blindness. 

The point that Jesus is making here is one that is extremely important, and unfortunately it’s 
one that I think most of the time eludes us, largely because most of us are still stuck playing the 
blame game.  Trying to blame others for all the problems in this world, and so absolving ourselves 
of any responsibility to do anything about them.  You’re the one who caused this problem, so you do 
something about it!  Which, of course, gets us nowhere since we spend all our time arguing over 
who is to blame, instead of actually doing something about the problem. 

The fact is, and I want you to think long and hard about this, because it goes the heart of what 
we’re talking about, God could have created a world in which everything was perfect, a world in 
which there were no problems.  Or if you prefer, such a world could have evolved over the eons.  
Why wouldn’t God have done that?  Why shouldn’t such a world have evolved after all this time?  
It seems almost self-evident that a perfect world, that is to say, a world with no problems, would 
be a better world than the flawed world that we actually live in?  So why would God have 
intentionally created a flawed world, instead of a perfect world, a world without any problems? 

This very question was actually the subject of the sermon preached by Governor John 
Winthrop aboard the ship Arbella as the Puritans sailed from England to the new world, the 
sermon in which he famously talks about Boston being a “city upon a hill,” an experiment in 
godliness there for all the world to see.  In the sermon he warns them that there are going to be 
problems in their new home, in particular, that some people are not going to have enough to live 
on, and when that happens, he says, those who have more are going to be called upon to help 
their neighbors in need.  That—he emphasizes--was God’s plan all along, that God created just 
such a world, a world with problems, a world with needs, so that we would rise to the occasion 
by helping others.  Why?  Because a world where people did that, a world where people helped 
each other, a world where people turned problems into opportunities, was even better than a 
“perfect” world, a world that had no problems, a world in which no one ever needed help. 

It is an extraordinary gift that has been placed in our hands by the Creator, the ability to make 
this a better world, and we can do it.  We can create a better world!  But not if the first question out 
of our mouths is “Who sinned, this man or his parents?”  Who is to blame for this?  Whose fault 
is it?  Let them do something about it.  Which, of course, is why our world is such a mess today 
with problems everywhere we look.  But that doesn’t have to be the way things are.  We can turn 
those problems into opportunities, opportunities to make this a better world, a better world than 
the one into which we were born. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


