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Sunday of the 5th Week in Ordinary Time 

2011 

Gospel: Matthew 5: 13-16 

So, what is our purpose here at St. E’s. . . or at any other parish or Christian community 
for that matter?  What are we doing and why are we doing it?  I think these are 
questions that we have to keep asking ourselves regularly and seriously, so that we 
don’t lose sight of where we are going and why we’re going in that direction.  
Sometimes both we as individual Christians and we as parish-communities can become 
very inward-looking, very self-interested, very “parochial” in the worst sense of that 
word.  Isn’t it interesting that the word “parochial” can mean either simply anything 
having to do with a “parish” or it can mean something which is narrowly restricted in 
scope or in outlook.  That’s kind of interesting that the word “parochial” floats between 
those two senses.   

Maybe it means that it is the nature of the beast as parishes that we tend to become 
narrowly restricted in our “scope”- our mission- and in our outlook.  This seems to be 
our default.  We very easily begin evaluating things, judging things,  and expending our 
energy on things which focus on us- on our needs, on our concerns, on our plans and 
goals.  The irony of the whole thing is that parishes which go full steam ahead in this 
kind of community life-style are often solid, financially stable, institutions.  Maybe it 
takes real energy and a new kind of consciousness before we can be a parish without 
being “parochial” in the bad sense of the word. 

And that’s what I think Jesus was telling his community of disciples about in today’s 
Gospel reading: “You are the salt of the earth.  But if salt loses its taste, with what can it 
be seasoned? . . . You are the light of the world.  A city set on a mountain cannot be 
hidden. Nor do they light a lamp and then put it under a bushel basket; it is set on a 
lampstand, where it gives light to all in the house.”  Jesus uses both the image of salt 
and the image of light to suggest to His followers that their primary task as His disciples 
is directed outward, not inward.   

Their primary task is not the salvation of their own souls.  And their primary task is not to 
create a community with walls so high and shores so steep that no one can break in to 
mess up our little piece of paradise in the midst of an evil, fallen world.  Both of these 
ways of thinking about ourselves, I’m afraid to say, have found, and continue to find, 
ready acceptance in broad patches of the Christian community- I come to church to 
avoid hell and to save my soul, and our goal is to build a community which cannot be 
touched by the world.  Both of these ways of thinking about who we are produce, in 
what I have seen, terrible results, horrible consequences.   
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Jesus tells us that our task as His disciples is to be salt and to be light in the midst  of 
this world.  What Jesus was telling His disciples was that their work was to be what the 
people of Israel- God’s People- had always been called to be, but which in one way or 
another they kept on saying “no” to.  You see, the great temptation for Israel- and still 
the great temptation for us, I would argue- was to become self-satisfied in their sense of 
belonging to God, their sense of being God’s special community.  God had always 
wanted Israel to be a “light to the nations”, but Israel tended either to want to become 
just like all the nations around them or to cut itself off from all those evil, wicked, impure 
people on the “outside”.   

And what was so odd about these two options- either become just like the nations or cut 
yourself off from the nations- is that both could happen at the same time.  And they did! 
On the one hand, the Pharisees and others were busy trying to insure that the Torah 
was kept by as many people as possible, and part of that Torah-keeping was to erect 
the boundaries that marked off God’s people from the Gentiles, the impure, unclean 
ones.  That was the whole point of Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan- the religious 
officials, the priest and the levite, walked past the man lying on the road, not because 
they are bad, uncaring people, but so that they could maintain their purity, their 
difference, which enabled them to perform their ritual, cultic duties in the Temple.  And 
with that parable, Jesus was saying that something was wrong.  This was not what God 
had in mind when He called Israel to be His People and to be a light to the nations. 

On the other hand, as the religious officials were busy boundary-setting, they 
simultaneously were also acting just like everyone else.  Power politics, deal-making, 
factional squabbling, calls for militant revolution, self-righteous religiosity- this is what 
life among God’s people was really like.  So, despite all the cultic boundary-making that 
it was engaged in, Israel , God’s chosen salt, had lost its saltiness, God’s lamp was not 
giving very much light. 

All of this raises for us, I think, an immense question: what should the salt that Jesus 
was asking His disciples to be taste like?  What should the light He is asking them to 
shine look like?  These are the questions, it seems to me, which lie beneath so many of 
the problems and controversies and disagreements which we face in the Church today.  
What are we to look like if we are to function as salt and light?   

Israel was the people through whom God intended to shine His own bright light into the 
world’s dark corners, not simply to show up evil and to reveal what is wrong and bad.  
God’s light is intended to help people, to enable people, who are blundering around in 
the dark to find their way.   And this is the task that Jesus then passed on to His own 
disciples, to us, to the community of His followers- to take up the task of being light in 
the midst of a whole bunch of darkness! But what happens when God’s people, called 
to be the light-bearers, become part of the darkness?  What happens when we become 
“lucifers”- that’s just another name for a “light-bearer”, by the way- what happens when 
we become lucifers, and not in a good way? 
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These are not easy questions.  And there are no automatic answers or remedies or 
guarantees that we too won’t fall into the same kind of darkness, that we too won’t lose 
our saltiness and light-giving ability.  And yet, Jesus’ few words in today’s Gospel 
reading tell us some really important things that we need to keep in front of us if we are 
to be light and salt.  I will suggest only two of them: 

First, the light and the salt that the world needs so badly for its salvation are not so 
much our words as our deeds; not so much what we say to the world, but how we act 
towards the world.  As St. Francis is reported to have said, “Preach the gospel at all 
times; and when necessary, with words.”  People are looking not for utterances from us.  
They are looking for what we will do to lift the burdens of life that they live with and live 
under and show them what God we believe in really looks like.  The Old Testament 
today from Isaiah 58 tells us quite directly and concrete what this will look like: 

Thus says the LORD: 
Share your bread with the hungry, 
shelter the oppressed and the homeless; 
clothe the naked when you see them, 
and do not turn your back on your own. 
Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, 
and your wound shall quickly be healed; 
your vindication shall go before you, 
and the glory of the LORD shall be your rear guard. 
Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer, 
you shall cry for help, and he will say: Here I am! 
If you remove from your midst 
oppression, false accusation and malicious speech; 
if you bestow your bread on the hungry 
and satisfy the afflicted; 
then light shall rise for you in the darkness, 
and the gloom shall become for you like midday. 

This is what light and salt look and taste like.  So much of what we are preoccupied with 
in the Church today seems to have little to do with this understanding of light and salt. 

Secondly, what we do, we do not in order to earn or win God’s favor or God’s love or 
God’s forgiveness.  God already loves us.  We already belong to Him.  We already 
stand before Him as brothers and sisters of Jesus, and as God’s sons and daughters.  
What we do, our commitment to being light and salt, we do so that others can also find 
their way back to God, so that the burdens of their lives can be lifted enough for them to 
rediscover, or discover for the first time, that they too are beloved of God, that they too 
have a Father who yearns for them and who stands waiting with open, eager arms 
ready to grab hold of them as they find their way back to Him.  To be God’s light and 
salt means that our actions, our works, are never meant to point back to us, to our piety 
and goodness; they are meant to open the door to the One who wants us to have life 
and to have it abundantly.  “Your light must shine before others,  that they may see your 
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good deeds and glorify your heavenly Father,” Jesus tells us.  Our task as God’s light 
and salt is to live in such a way that this world can gain a glimpse of a God whose 
desire and glory is  for a community of people- His human creatures- who are fully alive! 


