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Light of the World 
 
This week we’re continuing to follow the suggested Gospel reading from the lectionary 
and so we are continuing with the Gospel of John. 
 
As we’ve seen already over the last couple of weeks John’s Gospel can be quite a bit 
different than the other Gospels both in style and in content, tending on the whole to be a 
bit more philosophical, a bit more abstract, and a bit more poetic.   
 
It’s certainly a powerful text—we heard two weeks ago the story of Jesus and 
Nicodemus which includes the famous passages about being born again, and about “for 
God so loved the world that God gave God’s only son.” Last week we heard the story of 
Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well, and we heard Jesus speaking about God 
as a type of living water, a water which will quench every thirst, including the thirst for 
eternal life.  
 
John includes many of these powerful and rightly famous images and metaphors for the 
spiritual life, which we can think of as like intensifications, or crystallizations of the key 
themes that we find throughout scripture—themes like light and darkness; the body and 
the spirit; life and new life; time and eternity; love and justice; compassion and 
forgiveness; truth and salvation. 
 
“You shall know the truth,” as we hear later in John, “and the truth shall set you free.”  
 
Riffing on this passage in a way that also is fitting for John’s Gospel, the novelist 
Flannery O’Connor once wrote, “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you 
odd.”  
 
Our passage that we’ll hear today involves Jesus restoring sight to a blind man, and in 
complicating our notions of vision and blindness, it includes aspects of both the freedom 
of the truth as well as the oddness of the truth.  
  
As Steve reads our Scripture now, I invite you to listen for the Truth that God has for you 
today—perhaps a truth that is freeing and liberating, or perhaps a truth that strikes you 
as odd and wondrous, or maybe even both, a truth that’s so strange that it helps you to 
see the world and your place within it differently. A reading from the Gospel of John, 
chapter 9: 
 
 
As he walked along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man 
or his parents, that he was born blind?” Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was 
born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him. We must work the works of him who sent 
me while it is day; night is coming when no one can work. As long as I am in the world, I am the light of 
the world.” When he had said this, he spat on the ground and made mud with the saliva and spread the 
mud on the man’s eyes, saying to him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (which means Sent). Then he 
went and washed and came back able to see. The neighbors and those who had seen him before as a 



beggar began to ask, “Is this not the man who used to sit and beg?” Some were saying, “It is he.” Others 
were saying, “No, but it is someone like him.” He kept saying, “I am the man.” But they kept asking him, 
“Then how were your eyes opened?” He answered, “The man called Jesus made mud, spread it on my 
eyes, and said to me, ‘Go to Siloam and wash.’ Then I went and washed and received my sight.” They said 
to him, “Where is he?” He said, “I do not know.” 
 
They brought to the Pharisees the man who had formerly been blind. Now it was a sabbath day when 
Jesus made the mud and opened his eyes. Then the Pharisees also began to ask him how he had received 
his sight. He said to them, “He put mud on my eyes. Then I washed, and now I see.” Some of the 
Pharisees said, “This man is not from God, for he does not observe the sabbath.” But others said, “How 
can a man who is a sinner perform such signs?” And they were divided. So they said again to the blind 
man, “What do you say about him? It was your eyes he opened.” He said, “He is a prophet.” 
 
The Jews did not believe that he had been blind and had received his sight until they called the parents of 
the man who had received his sight and asked them, “Is this your son, who you say was born blind? How 
then does he now see?” His parents answered, “We know that this is our son, and that he was born 
blind; but we do not know how it is that now he sees, nor do we know who opened his eyes. Ask him; he 
is of age. He will speak for himself.” His parents said this because they were afraid of the Jews; for the 
Jews had already agreed that anyone who confessed Jesus to be the Messiah would be put out of the 
synagogue. Therefore his parents said, “He is of age; ask him.” 
 
So for the second time they called the man who had been blind, and they said to him, “Give glory to God! 
We know that this man is a sinner.” He answered, “I do not know whether he is a sinner. One thing I do 
know, that though I was blind, now I 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?” Then they reviled him, saying, “You are his 
disciple, but we are disciples of Moses.We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do 
not know where he comes from.” The man answered, “Here is an astonishing thing! You do not know 
where he comes from, and yet he opened my eyes. We know that God does not listen to sinners, but he 
does listen to one who worships him and obeys his will. Never since the world began has it been heard 
that anyone opened the eyes of a person born blind. If this man were not from God, he could do 
nothing.” They answered him, “You were born entirely in sins, and are you trying to teach us?” And they 
drove him out. 
 
Jesus heard that they had driven him out, and when he found him, he said, “Do you believe in the Son of 
Man?”He answered, “And who is he, sir? Tell me, so that I may believe in him.” Jesus said to him, “You 
have seen him, and the one speaking with you is he.” He said, “Lord, I believe.” And he worshiped 
him. Jesus said, “I came into this world for judgment so that those who do not see may see, and those 
who do see may become blind.” Some of the Pharisees near him heard this and said to him, “Surely we 
are not blind, are we?” Jesus said to them, “If you were blind, you would not have sin. But now that you 
say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains. 
 
 
This happens to be a pretty lengthy passage of scripture, and in turn it can lead to some 
pretty lengthy sermons. It’s pretty easy for a preacher to talk and talk and talk about this 
passage. There are just so many interesting details, and complexities, and questions.  
 
And yet at its essence, although this passage also contains a lot of talking, it’s really a 
story about that which cannot be talked about. It’s a story, ultimately, about the mystery 
of time, about the mystery of the before and the after, about the mystery of how our 
entire lives can change and pivot and turn around something so insubstantial, so 
fleeting, as the present moment.   
 
The moment comes, the moment is here, and the moment passes. Another moment 
comes, another moment is here, another moment passes.  
 
More often than not we don’t make too much of this, and time seems to roll on as a 
seamless progression of one moment after another.  
 



The Greeks called this everyday experience of time chronos, as in our English word 
chronology—which is the type of time that we can tell by way of looking at the way a 
watch ticks, or the type of time that Shakespeare talked about as “Tomorrow, and 
tomorrow, and tomorrow/ Creeps in this petty pace from day to day.”  
 
The Greeks also had a second word for time, however, or a word for a different 
experience of time, when they talked about time as kairos, which means something like 
time as the critical moment, time as the moment that stands out, the moment that sticks 
with you, the moment that lingers, and that, in a sense, never ends.  
 
I imagine that for the blind man, the moment of washing the clay out from his eyes was 
such a critical moment, a moment that changes everything. 
 
In fact, when he returns to his community, nobody even recognizes him anymore, which 
is quite odd given that the only thing that changed was his sight. And so the authorities 
bring in his parents to identify him, to make sure they have the right suspect in question, 
and then they interrogate him, they want to know what happened, and, perhaps just like 
us this morning, they’re even more curious as to how, and so they make the make the 
man tell his story again and again and again.  
 
And yet, there’s really not that much to say about it. “This man name Jesus put clay on 
my eyes, told me to go wash them, and now I see,” he says. They ask him again. “What 
did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?” Again, he tells them all that he knows, 
which that Jesus put clay on his eyes and told him to wash it off. And yet again they ask 
him how. The man eventually boils it down to this—all I know is that there was a before 
and then there was an after: I was blind but now I see. And the rest, as we know, is in 
the song: “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound,/ That saved a wretch like me./ I once 
was lost but now am found,/ Was blind, but now I see.” 
 
I want to end today by way of thinking back with you to the beginning of our scripture.  
 
As he walked along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man 
or his parents, that he was born blind?” Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was 
born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him. 
 
This is such a powerful passage—I’d say it’s like the entire Gospel in miniature, or it’s 
like a crystallization of what the good news that Jesus represents is all about.  
 
Here, as they often do, the disciples seem stand in for us all when they wonder who 
sinned or who’s to blame for this man being born blind. In other words, they encounter 
this person and what they take to be his disability first and foremost as a problem to be 
solved. Indeed, there seems to be something deep rooted in our species about wanting 
to be problem solvers. Of course, this mentality has been a boon when it comes to 
matters of technological and material progress, but when it comes to our spiritual 
evolution, when it comes to the progress of our souls, the problem solving mentality just 
often isn’t very helpful.  
 



And so Jesus, as he so often does, totally reframes the issue for us here when he says, 
“Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might 
be revealed in him.” 
 
It’s as if Jesus is saying, this person you’ve just met, in fact, every person you’ll ever 
meet, is so much more than a problem to be solved, this person, every person presents 
to you more of an open-ended possibility, more of a mystery to be embraced, more as a 
site or a location for God’s continuing revelation to unfold, and so this person, and each 
person presents you less with an occasion for blame, and appears in front of you more 
like a beacon, more like an occasion for light and truth to break through and to light up 
the world.  
 
It’s one of Jesus’ key messages that he returns to again and again. In the Sermon on the 
Mount, for example, he teaches—“You are the light of the world. No one, after lighting a 
lamp, places it under a bushel basket, but instead places it on a lamp stand. And so let 
your light shine,” Jesus says, “let it shine.” 
 
Here in John’s Gospel, in addition to describing the blind man as such as a light, as a 
location of God’s continuing revelation, Jesus shows us something else when he shows 
us what it looks like to own that message, that truth for ourselves. He teaches how to 
own this message when he speaks in the first person, saying “As long as I am in the 
world, I am the light of the world.”  
 
The best commentary on this verse that I know doesn’t come from a sermon from a 
famous preacher but comes from a song from the relatively obscure blues musician 
named the Reverend Blind Gary Davis. As his name implies, Gary Davis was indeed 
blind, an experience which seems to have begun for him when he was about three 
months old and a doctor accidently spilled harmful chemicals on his eyes, causing ulcers 
and eventual blindness. Nevertheless, he exhibited interest and skill at music from an 
early age, and reportedly built his first guitar when he was seven years old out of an old 
pie pan. Early in life he also slipped on some snow and broke his left wrist, and when it 
healed it was slightly out of joint. This, combined with his unique picking style of playing 
the guitar with only his right thumb and index finger, lead him to cultivate his own highly 
unique and rhythmic and polyphonic style of music. 
 
This song that we’ll hear together now is called “I Am the Light of the World,” and just 
like when we listen to scripture, I invite you to listen to the continuing revelation that this 
song might have for you today…And again, many thanks to our new sound system to be 
able to do things like this, okay, hit it Heidi! 
 
(“I am the Light of this World,” by The Rev. Blind Gary Davis) 
   
“Just as long as I am in this world, I am the light of this world.” I think the Rev. Blind Gary 
Davis really gets what Jesus is saying here, in that he truly owns for himself what Jesus 
says about each of us, about what he says about the blind man, about what he says 
about himself, about how each one of us is a site, a location, a beacon of God’s 
continued revelation, about how each one of us is a light given to light up the world. May 



this gospel message be yours today as well, that just as long as you are in this world, 
you are the light of this world. May it be so. Amen. 


