Jesus Teaches- Be Salt and Light
Epiphany 5

Matthew 5:13-20

Feb. 6th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,

Today is week two of our five part series on the Sermon on the Mount, which is found in Matthew 5 – 7.  In many ways, for those of us that live in Salt Lake City, this is our day and this is our text.  For it starts out immediately with these words, “You are the salt of the earth!” and then follows up with “You are the light of the world!”  Jesus encourages his disciples to be salt and light.  And we certainly know salt around here, don’t we.  We live up against the Great Salt Lake, the largest body of water west of the Mississippi.  It has been given its name for a reason, with a higher salt concentration than the ocean.  Companies like Morton Salt harvest salt from the lake not for human consumption, but for things like salt blocks for livestock and water softeners pellets, and, of course, to melt ice on roadways and sidewalks.  The salt for human consumption from these parts is “Real Salt,” mined from an ancient sea bed in Central Utah.  Salt is our thing, so our ears ought perk up a bit when we hear Jesus say, “You are the salt of the earth,” and “You are the light of the world.”


Before I get into what that might mean for us, I want to say just a brief word about the second half of the lesson, vs. 17-20.  These verses really set up what we’ll be looking at the next two weeks, when Jesus reinterprets the meaning of the 10 commandments and other parts of the Jewish law.  In these verses Jesus is very clear that he has not come to abolish or eliminate the Jewish law, especially the commandments.  Jesus was a Jewish rabbi, after all.   The commandments have value and ought to be followed.  But he is going to reinterpret them for his day and for us.  We’ll see next week that he actually makes them harder to follow.  The righteousness he calls for from his followers needs to be greater than the religious leaders of the day, the scribes and Pharisees.  In the end, the only way this is possible, is if we believe Jesus is the ultimate fulfillment of the law, and we place our trust in him.  So next week we’ll see how Jesus strengthens the law and human ethics, and think about what that means for us.


So now let’s go back to salt and light.  The first thing I want to say about this is that these are words of blessing for these new disciples.  The spirit of blessing shared last week by Jesus in the beatitudes carries over in these words of blessing to the disciples. 
Jesus says to his followers, “You are the salt of the earth. You are the light of the world .” Can you imagine that? Here was a motley crew of fishermen and former tax collectors and assorted other folks who may have been listening.  They were from an obscure and rather insignificant part of the world. And Jesus says to them, "You are salt and light for the world." Talk about a statement of faith!  That bunch? Only Jesus could have seen that through these new disciples God would indeed change the world forever. 
And the words that Jesus speaks to the disciples, are also spoken for us.  This motley crew, gathered at Our Saviour’s.  You, Pastor Jeff, are the salt of the earth.  You (name a name) are the light of the world.  You, all of you gathered here today, are salt and light.  You are!  Not you will be if you are a good enough person or you will be if you go to church enough.  You are.  You are blessed.  By faith you already are salt and light.

So, what does this mean for us.  Well, first, we have a responsibility for the world.  Salt and light only have an impact when used in relation to something else.  Real Salt is nothing sitting in a bottle.  It needs to be sprinkled on a steak or a chicken breast or a vegetable or some other food item to season it and bring out its flavor.  Road salt sitting in the bed of a truck doesn’t melt any ice.  It needs to be sprinkled on the icy service.  A light bulb matters when it lights up a room.  An historic lighthouse on the Great Lakes steered ships away from danger when it shined at night.  Salt and light exist to benefit others.  So as salt and light we are blessed to season and light up our world.
I was reading recently about one of the most remarkable young men whoever lived. He was a young man who had been left blind in both eyes by a childhood accident. In nineteenth-century France, when this young man lived, blind children had little help and few hopes. But then a kind priest, Father Jacques Palluy, took an interest in the lad. He was amazed at the boy's intelligence and eagerness to learn. With his parents' permission, Father Palluy enrolled the boy in the Royal Institute of Blind Youth in Paris. 
Thrust into a new and frightening environment, the boy was lonely and depressed. In time, however, he found friendship and encouragement. Unfortunately he was frustrated by the institute's lack of books in raised print. He also found the symbols in raised print confusing. So he set out, at twelve years of age, to invent his own system. After three years he perfected the method, but he encountered indifference and hostility when he tried to convince the world that his system was better. Even with the support of the institute's director, he was told again and again that he was too young to have created a workable alphabet for the blind. Years passed. This young man grew older, was made a teacher at the institute, and became a fine organist, always hoping that his method would find acceptance. But his health was frail. It was not until he lay in bed, dying of tuberculosis, that he heard that the first steps were being taken to popularize his system. Though he did not live to witness it, Louis Braille's alphabet became the universal method of reading for the blind. His courage and hunger for knowledge enabled him to triumph over disability and disease and open new worlds to future generations.   Louis Braille became light for those whose physical eyes had failed them. (2) 
The first lesson from Isaiah ties in nicely with Jesus’ words to be salt and light to the world.  Apparently the people of that day thought they were doing the right thing as they worshipped and followed the Lord.  They fasted and humbled themselves and did all they could to draw near to the Lord.  But, Isaiah the prophet declares, what they did not do, was see and enter into the world around them.  They were not being salt and light.  Their fasts were only for themselves and to make God notice, while all around them human need went unnoticed.  So Isaiah declares for the Lord, “Is not this the fast that I choose:  to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free.  Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked to cover them, and not to hide yourself from your own kin?”

And then these remarkable words, which I’m sure Jesus knew, “Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up quickly.”  In other words, then you are the light of the world.

I know we in the Lutheran church tend to be a humble bunch, reluctant to draw attention to ourselves.  But I also know we are salt and light, seasoning and lighting the world around us.  You have done that as you raised or are raising your children in the faith, fulfilling the baptismal vows you promised.  You have done that as you have listened to someone who is hurting.  You have done that as you shared an offering, making it possible for others to meet someone’s need, on your behalf.  You have done that as you volunteer some time with our youth.  You have done that by participating in a mission trip.  You have done that as you have lived out who you are, salt and light, in countless ways in every day life.  The needs are still there.  The opportunities to be salt and light are abundant in a fallen world.  Thank you for what you have done.  Thank you for what you will do.  As those Jesus names as salt and light, we do have a responsibility for our world.

And then let me add this one additional thought.  We are salt and light only because  there is One who has first touched our lives and given us the privilege to minister to others. 
I read a story about a college professor who had his sociology class go into the Baltimore slums to get case histories of 200 elementary age boys. The students were asked to write an evaluation of each boy's future. In every case the students wrote, "He hasn't got a chance." 
Twenty-five years later another sociology professor came across the earlier study. He had his students follow up on the project to see what had happened to these boys. With the exception of 20 boys who had moved away or died, the students learned that 176 of the remaining 180 had achieved extraordinarily successful professions.

The professor was astounded and decided to pursue the matter further. Fortunately, all the men were in the area and he was able to ask each one, "How do you account for your success?" In each case the reply came with feeling, "It was my teacher." 
That teacher was still alive, so he sought her out and asked the elderly but still alert woman what magic formula she had used to pull these boys out of the slums into successful achievement. The teacher's eyes sparkled and her lips broke into a gentle smile. "It's really very simple," she said. "I loved those boys and encouraged them to be the best." 
Once there was a teacher who also loved his students and encouraged them to be the best.  You are the salt of the earth, he said.  You are the light of the world.  And so they became. He saw possibilities in them that no one else saw. He saw possibilities in them they did not see in themselves.
The blessing is still spoken.  You are the salt of the earth.  You are the light of the world.  With our teacher’s love within us, may we season and give light to our world.  For that is the life to which we are all called. Amen

With thanks to King Duncan for several ideas, www.esermons.com 2/2/11




LOUIS BRAILLE: THE BOY WHO INVENTED BOOKS FOR THE BLIND
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