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the light… …of the world
We spend so much time in the light that we don’t often ask what’s the point of our being in it. It’s so we can see
and live the fullest lives we can. It only takes a moment in darkness to feel how disempowering it is for living.
Jesus says, “I am the light of the world, and our ears can get so used to hearing him, we can get so used to the idea
of him being there, that we can stop asking what’s the point of our live in his light. This is part of why we’re having the
People of Salt and Light Bible study, and why it’s so important. Jesus is making us people of his light, but what is that?
What light filled life, like his, is he calling into?
But for Jesus’ followers, any honest reflection on life in his light will lead to an important truth: even Jesus trusting
people carry the darkness that’s in the world. Like the inclination to blame rather than bless. Or to find fault quicker than
to show grace. Here’s what I mean, and I don’t say this glibly because I’ll be the first to confess I don’t have my own Jesusfollowing act all together. But you know how after a major natural disaster, like a hurricane or earthquake or tsunami, or
even a human caused disaster like a shooting a Christian leader can makes a statement suggesting that people’s suffering is
some kind of punishment by God punishment for their sins.
But this is nothing new. “Who sinned?” said Jesus’ disciples. “This man or his parents, that he was born blind?”
Like it was the logical question to ask. It seems so off handed the way they said it, like they assumed this was how the world
worked. That people’s suffering was connected to someone’s previous sin. Maybe it their own, maybe someone else’s. But
someone’s affliction was punishment for what someone else did wrong.
If we think about it, maybe we can understand why they’d believe this, and how it might even be attractive to
think this way. Most of us do want to believe there’s some justice, some kind moral order guiding why things happen the
way they do. That the world isn’t just a random place.
About 20 years ago a pastor I knew when I worked at a summer camp went on a backpacking trip alone. He
never came back. He made this kind of solo hike every year. He knew what he was doing. His health was fine as far as
anyone knew, but he was missing for weeks. He was finally found dead, a ways down from the trail, apparently hit in the
head by a rock that tumbled down the mountain.
When I learned this, my first thought was, “How awful! How could that happen? He had a wife and kids! Where’s
the justice in that?” Where’s the justice: Do you see what I mean? We want to believe there’s a moral order to what
happens in the world. But does my saying, “Where’s the justice in that,” suggest that what happened in that man’s life, or
what happens in my life, should somehow be a product of what we deserve? As though, if he’d abused his wife, stolen from
others, and generally contributed to the misery of this world, there might have been something just about death by a
random falling rock? That maybe the rock wasn’t so random, that a divine gust of wind set it off?
When we come across something that seems unfair, some kind of suffering in the world or in our lives, one way of
dealing with it can go something like this: If God is all-powerful and all-fair, then what seems unfair actually isn’t. That in
the suffering there must be some secret sin being punished. Which scholar Tom Wright points out “is a comfortable…
thing to believe if you happen to be well-off, well fed and healthy in body and mind. (In other words, if nobody can accuse
you of some secret previous sin).”

But if we asked how many of us have ever looked at something in our own life, or in someone else’s life, and asked,
“What have I done to deserve this? What did they do to deserve that?” How many hands would go up? Maybe more than
a few? Could it be, disciples looking at a blind man and saying, “Who sinned?”––in other words, “For what did he deserve
that––isn’t so foreign to us?
Jesus is God’s Son sent into the world because there truly is moral order at the heart of all things. The creation is
grounded in justice. The true order and justice in the world is everything we see Jesus. Which is why he called followers
into his light to learn how he looks at others, how he operates in the world. God draws people into Jesus’ light to be part of
how it shines.
Let’s notice that Jesus didn’t tell his disciples that “Who sinned?” was a actually bad question. This is one of the
incredible things about Jesus. He can take any question we bring him––Why is this happening to me? What good can
come of this? Any thing we bring––and never says, “Don’t ask that.” No questions barred for Jesus. He’ll just receive it
into his light and use it to reveal how God is at work.
He said, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned.” Jesus didn’t live in a world where God goes around giving
people what they deserve. Jesus is the light of a God who is bigger than that, and whose love and justice is more powerful
than that. But to enter that world ourselves, we need to let God remake our understanding about how God really operates.
The man’s blindness wasn’t because of someone’s sins, Jesus said. Neither his nor his parents nor anyone else’s.
Jesus reveals a God whose work is more mysterious, morehopeful than that. He said, “This happened so that the works of
God might be displayed in him.” Rather than explain where the blindness came from, Jesus just received it as the place,
the stuff, in which God was at work, bringing about a new creation.
Let’s talk Super Bowl commercials. Did anyone else laugh at the M&M commercial with Danny DeVito, where a
red M&M complains, “I’ve had three people try to eat me today.” And then says, “Ooh! A lucky penny” and picks it up.
And he says, “Sometimes I wish I were human,” and he turns into Danny DeVito. Who no one wants to eat. He crosses
the street, thrilled at his luck, and gets hit by a garbage truck.
Why did I laugh at that? Is it because life can kind of be like that? Do even our high dollar Super Bowl
commercials question the moral order of things?
But the one that really grabbed me was the Toyota commercial called Good Odds. It began with a newborn in
the hospital. I saw it’s face and said, “Aww.” Then someone picked it up and the baby was missing a hand and didn’t have
any feet. And I said, “Oh.” Like my gut knew that kid would face all kinds of things in life that just didn’t seem fair.
But then it showed a girl crawling on just her knees. And falling on skis. And practicing ballet with artificial limbs.
A teenager working out in the gym. Putting on her legs in the locker room. Slalom skiing. Working out. Strapping on her
limbs. And all the while, the screen shows numbers that are the odds of winning a Paralympic gold medal, and the odds
are falling. And then Lauren Woolstencroft flies down the slope, sprays snow to stop, having won gold a Paralympic gold
medal.
Man, you’re not supposed to cry at Super Bowl commercials. Especially Toyota commercials. What I think really
got me was the music. It was a song by Kaleena Zanders where she keeps singing, “If you knock me down, I’ll get up
again. I’ll get up again.”
Yeah, the world is filled with questions about why people get knocked down as they do. But the God Jesus reveals
isn’t in the knocking down. Jesus reveals the God who’s in the getting up.
“Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” Jesus told the disciples, “but this happened so that the works of God
might be displayed in him. As long as it is day, we must do the works of him who sent me. Night is coming, when no one
can work. While I am in the world,’ he said, “I am the light of the world.”
Jesus is God’s light that doesn’t knock down. Jesus is God’s light that raises people up.
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When Jesus said, “Night is coming, when no one can work,” what did he mean by that? He was talking about the
darkness of the cross he would hang on, in which any justice in the world would seem to have been torn to shreds. Jesus,
who was all God’s truth, all the love and beauty of the God of the heavens, Jesus who came giving only life and only living
from God’s grace, in the end, he received a rigged trial and was ordered executed by Pilate even though Pilate said, “I find
no charge against him.”
Jesus hanging on the cross seemed to mean, this man sinned, he’s getting what he deserved. But apart from all
appearances or what anyone expected, God’s works were being done as Jesus was crucified. God was showing the true
justice at the heart of everything, in which God didn’t punish people for their sins but took them all upon himself,
forgiving them, and healing us, and giving the life that raises us up.
Jesus turned toward the blind man, spat on the ground, made mud with his saliva and put it on the man’s eyes. He
told him, “Go, wash in the Pool of Siloam.” The man went, washed, and came home seeing. And when his neighbors saw
him, they had a hard time believing it was really him!
Maybe like we can have a hard time believing that our struggles, what we feel like is knocking us down, is the very
place where God meets us with power to raise us up. There is a place in each of our lives where we feel some kind of
deficiency. But what if God doesn’t see it that way? What if God sees that place where God work to reveal his glory that
raised Jesus from death and raises us with him?
The world will always feel unjust. But God’s justice raises different questions than, “Who sinned?” “Who’s at
fault?” Or “Is life really fair?” When those are there Jesus welcomes them. But his response will lead us into the works of
God questions like, “Can transformation happen?” “Can new creation begin?” “Can God make my life mean more than I
thought it could?”
That’s what it means to live with Jesus as the light of the world. Jesus who revealing that God isn’t in the knocking
down. God’s in the getting up. Amen.
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