
Seeing Clearly – Helping Others! 

Luke 6:39-42 

Jesus told his disciples a parable: “Can a blind person guide a blind person? Will not both 

fall into a pit? A disciple is not above the teacher, but everyone who is fully qualified will 

be like the teacher. Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye, but do not notice 

the log in your own eye? Or how can you say to your neighbor, ‘Friend, let me take out 

the speck in your eye,’ when you yourself do not see the log in your own eye? You 

hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the 

speck out of your neighbor’s eye.” (Lk. 6:39-42) 

When I read the words of today’s gospel, I couldn’t help but think of Flannery O’Connor’s 

short story Revelation.  Revelation tells the tale of Ruby Turpin – a respectable, 

hardworking, church-going, southern woman – and her husband Claud – a mild-

mannered, small-time farmer raising pigs and cattle in some unnamed southern state.  

When Claud gets kicked by a cow, Ruby takes him to the local physician to have his leg 

looked at and tended to. While sitting in the waiting room waiting for the doctor to see 

them, Ruby begins to chat with the people gathered round her.  In the story, we not only 

hear Ruby’s words but we’re privy also to her thoughts as she compares herself to the 

various other folks that cluster round her in the crowded office.  You see, Ruby suffers 

from a malady that afflicts many respectable, hardworking, church-going folks like you 

and me: she’s judgmental of others and mighty proud of herself.  She is blind to the log 

stuck in her own eye but fixated on every little speck she thinks she finds lodged in the 

eyes of others. 

At one point in the story we get a glimpse of Ruby’s thinking.   “Sometimes (when she 

couldn’t sleep),” the author writes, “Mrs. Turpin occupied herself…naming the classes of 

people. On the bottom of the heap were most colored people, not the kind she would 

have been if she had been one, but most of them; then next to them – not above, just 

away from – were the white-trash; then above them were the home-owners, and above 

them the home-and-land owners, to which she and Claud belonged. Above she and Claud 

were people with a lot of money and much bigger houses and much more land. But here 

the complexity of it would begin to bear in on her, for some of the people with a lot of 

money were common and ought to be below she and Claud and some of the people who 

had good blood had lost their money and had to rent and then there some colored people 

who owned their homes and land as well. There was a colored dentist in town who had 

two red Lincoln’s and a swimming pool and a farm with registered whiteface cattle on it. 

Usually by the time she had fallen asleep all the classes of people were moiling and roiling 

around in her head…”i    

Later in the story, Ruby silently passes judgment on a “white-trash” woman sitting in the 

office nearby.  She was plain lazy in Ruby’s estimation. “Too lazy to light (a) fire. There 

was nothing you could tell (Ruby) about people like them that she didn't know already. 



And it was not just that they didn't have anything. Because if you gave them everything, 

in two weeks it would all be broken or filthy or they would have chopped it up for lightwood. 

She knew all this from her own experience. Help them you must, but help them you 

couldn't.”ii  

Though she thinks of others in these ways, Ruby thinks rather highly of herself.   “To help 

anybody out that needed it was her philosophy of life,” or so Ruby ruminates as she 

contemplates her own virtues and strengths. “She never spared herself when she found 

somebody in need, whether they were white or black, trash or decent. And of all she had 

to be thankful for, she was most thankful that this was so. If Jesus had said, ‘You can be 

high society and have all the money you want and be thin and svelte-like, but you can't 

be a good woman with it,’ she would have had to say, ‘Well don't make me that then. 

Make me a good woman and it don’t matter what else, how fat or how ugly or how poor!’ 

Her heart rose. He had not made her a (negro)iii or white-trash or ugly! He had made her 

herself and given her a little of everything. Jesus, thank you! she said. Thank you thank 

you thank you! Whenever she counted her blessings she felt as buoyant as if she weighed 

one hundred and twenty five pounds instead of one hundred and eighty…When I think 

who all I could have been besides myself and what all I got, a little of everything, and a 

good disposition besides, I just feel like shouting, 'Thank you, Jesus, for making 

everything the way it is!' It could have been different!"iv 

Yes, Ruby Turpin suffers from a malady that many hardworking, respectable, church-

going people suffer from: she’s judgmental of others and mighty proud of herself.  She’s 

blind to her own faults but wide awake to the perceived faults of those about her.  She is 

blind to the log stuck in her own eye but fixated on every little speck she thinks she finds 

lodged in the eye of another.  It’s a common problem for the most religious.  It was a 

common problem for the Pharisees of Jesus’ day. 

The words of our text were likely directed against this fault in the Pharisees.  “Can a blind 

person guide a blind person?” Jesus asked.  You see, numerous times in the gospel 

record, Jesus referred to the blindness of the Pharisees.  They were blind guides – blind 

to their own faults, but always pointing out the faults they found in others – and that, while 

telling others how best to live their own lives.  It was an obnoxious habit.   

We see an example of this habit in Matthew 15:1-7.  According to Matthew’s account, the 

Pharisees and scribes went to Jesus and called out a fault they found in his disciples.  

“‘Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands 

before they eat.’” (Mt. 15:2) Jesus answered them by pointing out a greater fault in their 

own lives – a fault to which they were utterly and totally blind.  “‘And why do you break 

the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition?’ (Jesus answered.) ‘For God 

said, ‘Honor your father and your mother,’ and, ‘Whoever speaks evil of father or mother 

must surely die.’ But you say that whoever tells father or mother, ‘Whatever support you 

might have had from me is given (instead) to God,’ then that person need not honor the 



father. So, for the sake of your tradition, you make void the word of God. You hypocrites!’” 

(Mt. 15:3-7a) Ouch!  It was a hard saying, but true! 

Afterwards, Jesus’ disciples approached him and said, “‘Do you know that the Pharisees 

took offense when they heard what you said?’ (Jesus) answered…Let them alone; they 

are blind guides of the blind. And if one blind person guides another, both will fall into a 

pit.’” (Mt. 15:12, 14) Yes, they were blind to their own faults but wide awake to the 

perceived faults of others.  They were blind guides – blind to their own errors, but always 

pointing out what errors they thought they found in other people, while simultaneously 

telling others how best to live their own lives. Indeed, it was an obnoxious habit!   

But lest I get carried away pointing my holier-than-thou finger at the faults of Ruby Turpin 

or the sins of Pharisees, let me say this: You can call me Ruby if you want to…and some 

of you probably will on your way out today…or you can call me a Pharisee if you 

like…because I have been guilty of this very same sin more times than I can count.  I 

cringe when I read Paul’s words in Romans 2:1 – “Therefore you have no excuse, 

whoever you are, when you judge others; for in passing judgment on another you 

condemn yourself, because you, the judge, are doing the very same things.” Ouch! 

If you’re like me then maybe you need to hear again the advice of Jesus on this very 

matter. “Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye, but do not notice the log in 

your own eye? Or how can you say to your neighbor, ‘Friend, let me take out the speck 

in your eye,’ when you yourself do not see the log in your own eye? You hypocrite, first 

take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of 

your neighbor’s eye.” (Lk. 6:41-42)  I think it would do us all a great deal of good if we 

spent more time looking for and correcting our own faults than criticizing the perceived 

faults we find in others.   

Does that mean we can’t help another correct an error?  No, it doesn’t mean that at all.  

After all, Jesus does tell us to help our neighbor remove the speck from his eye.  Helping 

one another on the way to holiness is a task that belongs to us all.  In the words of the 

apostle Paul, “…if anyone is detected in a transgression, you who have received the Spirit 

should restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness.” (Ga. 6:1)  But I think at least four 

things are required of us if we would help remove some speck from another’s eye – some 

fault from another’s life. 

And the first thing is knowledge.  We need to know the difference between a true speck 

and a little bit of sleep gathered in the corner of the eye.  The speck does damage.  The 

sleep is just a harmless bit of nature; we may not like it but it’s not our eye and it does no 

harm.  We should focus only on those things that truly hurt, harm, or undermine the life 

of another and leave the rest alone! 

The second thing needed is skill.  Taking a speck from another’s eye is no easy task.  It 

requires a great deal of expertise.  The clumsy and unskilled are likely to do more harm 



than good.  The skilled ophthalmologist spends years of study before ever operating on 

an eye!  We should also be diligent in acquiring skill before attempting such surgery!   

And where do we get this skill?  We acquire this skill as we deal first with our own faults 

and failings.  The more time we spend correcting ourselves, the better able we’ll be to 

help another.  The more times we take the log from our own eye, the better skilled we’ll 

be to help a neighbor remove the speck lodged in his or hers.  Sadly, it’s here that we so 

often fail.  We gloss over our own problems and fixate on the perceived shortcomings of 

others.  Nonetheless, skill is needed if we would help remove some speck from another’s 

eye – some fault from another’s life – and we get that skill by dealing with our own faults, 

first. Only then will we see clearly to help another. 

The third thing needed for successful eye surgery is permission.  No one messes with my 

eyes without my permission!  And we can’t help another correct some perceived fault 

without their giving us permission to do so.  And it’s here that we so often go so very 

wrong in our attempts to help another.  We barge into another’s life pointing out perceived 

faults and issuing cures without their consent.   

You see, some faults are so small and do such little damage that the person with them 

may not even recognize them as faults at all.  They are tiny specks in the eye of their 

living; so small, in fact, that we might easily be wrong in even classifying them as errors.  

Such supposed faults probably ought to be left alone.  Other faults might be larger and 

appear more damaging, but that doesn’t give us the right to barge into another person’s 

life with our moral judgments and our supposed good advice without their giving us 

permission to do so.  Nor does it give us permission to talk about their perceived faults 

behind their back at the local diner, either.  Perhaps we should just wait for them to raise 

the issue before attempting to address it ourselves.   

But if we feel the need to raise the issue ourselves then we need to do so directly with 

them, and with tremendous care, which is the final thing required of us if we would help 

remove some speck from another’s eye – some fault from another’s life.  In one sense, 

our care should be careful.  We should be sure, double-dog sure, triple-dog sure, that the 

speck isn’t just something that offends us, but rather is something truly damaging to them 

before we attempt to raise the issue.  And in a second sense our care should be caring.  

Our care or love for them should be so well known and so obvious that they know we are 

not approaching them from any position of moral superiority, but rather as one sight-

impaired person simply trying to help another sight-impaired person find a clearer vision 

of life – and that because of love!  

These, then, are four things we need if we would remove some speck from another’s eye 

– some fault from another’s life; there may be others, but these four at least: knowledge, 

skill, permission, and care.  And the greatest of these is love or care! Just see 1 Cor. 13 

if you doubt it! 



Well in the story Revelation, Ruby Turpin’s life is jolted, and all her beliefs about God and 

herself are challenged in a way I’ll leave you to discover by reading the story on your own.  

In the end, she goes down to the pig parlor to wash the muck from the parlor floor and 

then, when she’s finished, she lifts her head to see the setting sun…and something more.    

“There was only a purple streak in the sky…She saw the streak as a vast swinging bridge 

extending upward from the earth through a field of living fire. Upon it a vast horde of souls 

were tumbling toward heaven. There were whole companies of white trash, clean for the 

first time in their lives, and bands of (blacks)v in white robes, and battalions of freaks and 

lunatics shouting and clapping and leaping like frogs. And bringing up the end of the 

procession was a tribe of people whom she recognized at once as those who, like herself 

and Claud, had always had a little of everything and the given wit to use it right. She 

leaned forward to observe them closer. They were marching behind the others with great 

dignity, accountable as they had always been for good order and common sense and 

respectable behavior. They, alone were on key.  Yet she could see by their shocked and 

altered faces even their virtues were being burned away… At length she…turned off the 

faucet and made her slow way on the darkening path to the house. In the woods around 

her the invisible cricket choruses had struck up, but what she heard were the voices of 

the souls climbing upward into the starry field and shouting hallelujah.”vi 

Well there you have it, my friend!  Maybe in the end what matters most is not how good 

we are, or how good we think we are, but how good God is…to us and to all…even those 

we think beneath us…like freaks and lunatics shouting and clapping and leaping like 

frogs!  Ah…but that’s another lesson for another time.  Amen! 

i The Complete Stories – Flannery O’Connor, Farrar, Straus, Giroux, NY, 1971, eBook edition, 2012, p. 495.  Located 
online at: https://files1.ecfiles.com/2741/documents/2017/1/The-Complete-Stories-Flannery-OConnor.pdf  
ii Ibid. p. 501. 
iii The actual word in the story is “nigger.” 
iv Ibid. p. 500-501, 503. 
v The actual words in the story are “black niggers.” 
vi Ibid. p. 512-213. 

                                                           


