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Epiphany 5, Year A

February 9, 2014
Matthew 5:13-16

Jesus said, “You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot.

“You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.”
“You are the salt of the earth.  You are the light of the world.”
Richard Rohr writes:  “… deep [spiritual] transformation happens primarily in the presence of images.  They alone can touch the unconscious—in one invasive and healing reconfiguration of the soul...  One hundred sermons could never have moved you to the new place [to which a powerful image can move you].” (Richard Rohr, On the Threshold of Transformation, p. 282)

And so it is that in our Gospel passage today, as in so many other places in the Gospels, Jesus uses powerful, transformative images, telling us, “You are the salt of the earth,” and “You are the light of the world.”  And then – and then, he leaves it at that.  He doesn’t explain to us what it means;  he doesn’t give us instructions.  He leaves us to live into the images.  

Some commentators (e.g. John Shea, David Lose) note that these direct, forceful, imaginal pronouncements, “You are the salt of the earth!”  “You are the light of the world!” function to bring our true identity in God to the center of our awareness, and to convince us that this identity of “salt and light” is more true to who we really are than lesser – often false – self-descriptions we might be used to telling ourselves, such as “I am what I do,” “I am what I own,” “I am the image I put out there for others to see,”  “I am smarter, wiser, better than others,” or “I am mediocre, incapable of making a difference in the world.”  Fr. Rohr writes, “One of the major problems in the spiritual life is our attachment to our own self-image—either positively or negatively created.  We confuse this idea of ourselves with who we actually are in God.” (Rohr, Preparing for Christmas)  In today’s Gospel, Jesus is telling us in a stark and forceful way, “You are salt of the earth and light of the world!”  That is who we are!  We just need to believe it, claim it, and live it.  
And that isn’t as easy as it may sound.

“We are some​thing we may not realize,” notes author John Shea.  “We are a potential that may not be actual​ized, a gift that may not be developed, [we have] a high calling that may not be heeded.”  This is what Jesus means when he says that the “salt has lost its flavor” – our God-given potential has gone unrealized;  it remains dormant, inactive and undeveloped – it has lost its flavor.  When Jesus puts before us the image of salt being trodden underfoot, it is a warning meant to awaken us to our true identity, and to entice us into action so as to avoid being “no longer good for anything… thrown out and trampled under foot.”  
“Our salt identity is for the benefit of the earth,” Fr. Shea continues.  “Our lives are a mis​sion to bring zest and meaning to the earth.  What is wasteful is to lose this ultimate purpose and passion, to forget this high calling and be re​duced to a shriveled identity.”    
But Jesus’ pronouncements, “You are the salt of the earth, you are the light of the world” not only bring to our awareness our identity and our high calling.  In Hebrew, the term dabar means both “word” and “deed.”  Thus to say something is to do something.  In the very act of speaking these words, Jesus commissions us to the ministries of being light and salt, and empowers us to perform those ministries.  Here, as in so many other places in the Gospels, Jesus’ words are effectual – if we truly hear, receive, and respond.
What Jesus does not do in this Gospel passage is tell us specifically what being salt of the earth and light of the world looks like.  Nor does St. Paul, when he writes to the Ephesians “…once you were darkness, but now in the Lord you are light.  Live as children of light.” (5:8)  Neither Paul nor Jesus gives us any specifics as to what that means.  
And it is little wonder, for being salt and light will look different for each of us, according to our various gifts and situations.  And chances are we may not get it right at first.  We may have to try and fail, experiment and be creative, before we know for sure we are being salt of the earth or light of the world.

John Shea gives a helpful example.  He tells about hearing of the death of a fellow priest, and saying out loud to himself, “The world is now a less interesting place,” because this man’s life “was an endless experiment.”  “He was a shot of zest,” Fr. Shea writes, “salting every bland situation.”
“The parish [where this priest served as pastor] decided to put up a basketball court in the parking lot.  Everyone agreed it would be a good thing and give the teenagers a place to play and congregate.  The pastor suggested they put three basketballs in a net and tie the net around the base of the stand that supported the backboard and basket.  This way if people were just wandering by and wanted to shoot a few baskets, a ball would be available.

“The parish council said that was ill advised.  The kids would steal the balls.  They wouldn’t last a day.

“The pastor said he had thought about that and had a solution.  He was not going to buy three cheap basketballs.  He was going to buy three expensive basketballs.  When people saw that these were top-of-​the-line balls, they wouldn’t take them.

“Needless to say, the parish council didn’t buy this reasoning.  But this was a Catholic parish and the pastor does what the pastor wants.  Three expensive basketballs were placed in the net.

“The first one disappeared in a week.  The second one was gone in a month.  But it was five months before the third one vanished.

“The parish council admitted the balls lasted longer than they thought.  But still they gloated, men and women of the world teaching the idealistic pastor a thing or two.

“The pastor bought three new expensive basketballs.  He stated his principle clearly, ‘Good basketballs for good people.’
“Something is lost,” explains Fr. Shea, “when the spiritual identity of ‘salt’ and ‘light’ is translated simply into the activity of ‘doing good works’.  We often harbor a pedestrian notion of ‘goodness’.  Doing ‘good’ [can become] a [mechanical] ‘application of principle’ to unruly situations.  We seldom think of it as entailing creative engagement with the wily world.  Yet the people of salt and light are called upon to envision and execute experiments.  When the experiments fail, it is not time to retreat to old ways but to try new ex​periments.  ‘Good basketballs for good people.’”
British priest John Stott once spoke about the darkness in our world, which is all too evident to all of us.  Because of this darkness, he said, there is an urgency for us to be light and salt in our world.  And then Stott addressed a common reaction that many of us have:  the tendency to stand back and blame the darkness and blandness of the world on other nations, groups, or leaders.  Stott wrote:  “Whose fault is it?  Let me put it like this:  if the house is dark at night, there is no sense in blaming the house.  That’s what happens when the sun goes down.  The question to ask is, ‘Where is the light?’  If meat goes bad, there is no sense in blaming the meat.  That is what happens when the bacteria are allowed to breed unchecked.  The question to ask is, ‘Where is the salt?’  If society becomes corrupt like a dark night or stinking fish, there’s no sense in blaming society.  That’s what happens when fallen human society is left to itself and human evil is unrestrained and unchecked.  The question to ask is ‘Where is the church?’” (“Christians: Salt and Light,” Preaching Today, Tape No. 109).  Where are you and I?

What would it look like for you and I to become more of who we are – salt of the earth and light of the world?  What is burning inside you that you want to share, what gift have you been given that might contribute to the welfare of this congregation, our community, and our world?  Ask yourself:  in what ways can I connect my gifts and passions to the needs of our congregation and community?
I am going to suggest a spiritual exercise for you:  Start a ‘Salt & Light Log.’  Really.  In that log, write down – in the next week or so – examples of where God has worked through you to help someone else.  If you have a hard time writing about the good things you are doing, you can practice by noticing where you see someone else being salt or light;  but I encourage you to do it for yourself.  And then email me some of what you write.  Hopefully, you will start looking more closely for God and God-inspired human potential in the world, and you will come to believe more and more that you are a vessel through which God is working – and claim that as your deeper identity.  After all, Jesus said we are Salt and Light, for the sake of the world.  Was he telling the truth, or not?
AMEN

Much of the above comes from John Shea, On Earth as it is in Heaven, Liturgical Press: Collegeville, MN, 2004, pp. 73-75;  and from David Lose, www.workingpreacher.org 






