The 5th  Sunday after the Epiphany
February 6, 2011
Text:  Matthew 5:13-20
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  

__________________________

Years ago – hundreds of years ago – when an adult would come to the Church seeking Baptism, a ritual would unfold, and it would move like this. Outside the door of the church, the seeker would be met and questioned by the priest.  What is your name?  And the second question, What do you want?  To which the seeker would reply, Baptism.

The priest would then trace the sign of the cross on the seeker’s forehead and would place something in her mouth.  It was not the Eucharist, not bread and wine – that came only after Baptism.  It was salt.

You are the salt of the earth, Jesus told his disciples.  For the one seeking Baptism, salt on the tongue was a reminder of who she was to be in the world.  We Christians are called to flavor the world, to make life spicy, to give it tang!

In a previous congregation, when we were at the point of being able to call a second pastor, we had put together a description of his call, all the things that we wanted him to do in ministry among us – all of which we summarized in one sentence:  You are called to make a difference among us.

When Jesus says to us, You are the salt of the earth, what he is really saying is, Make a difference in the world, give some zest to people’s lives!  You see, we Christians, on the one hand, are not to withdraw from the world.  Nor, on the other hand, are we to conform ourselves to the world.  But rather we are called to salt the world…flavor it….change it….to make a difference in the world!

The problem is, many people think of Christians as being the opposite of salt, that is, they think of Christians as people who take the flavor out of life!  Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., the early 20th-century Supreme Court Justice, once said, “I might have entered the ministry, if certain clergymen I knew had not looked and acted so much like undertakers!”  We Christians are to be signs of life and joy, not death and sadness.  We are to be salt!
The movie, Babette’s Feast, is a good illustration of that.  At the beginning of the movie, two older sisters, members of a strict Danish Lutheran sect, are shown going about their Christian life with a stoic grimness.  One scene has been etched on my mind forever:  the two sisters bringing some terrible-tasting soup to an elderly shut-in, who grimaces as he slurps it.

That scene is later contrasted with the scene that gives the movie its title.  A sumptuous, culinary feast has been prepared for these world-denying Christians, who, up to now, have preferred their Christian life to be less flavorful.  

And this marvelous meal transforms them.  It causes them to be salt.  There is a new child-like joy among them, love is rekindled, they forgive one another.  A flavorful meal flavors and changes them, the way we flavorful Christians are to flavor the world.

Now salt can also be an image of purity.  For the ancients, salt was pure because it came from two pure elements:  sunshine and seawater.  When the pure sun shines on pure seawater and evaporates it, what you have left is pure salt.

You are the salt of the earth.  You are called to be pure.  As Jesus even reminds us at the close of our Gospel passage:  For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.

Over 100 years ago – back in 1900 – a new magazine was founded.  It was to become the flagship magazine of mainline Christianity in the United States.  And they called this new magazine, The Christian Century.

It was named that because of the hope and optimism in the air at the time….the hope that the 20th century would become the most Christian century of all the centuries.

And now that that 20th century has been wrapped up more than a decade ago, we tend to smile at that optimism, don’t we?   Yes, it is true that a definite majority of people in this country still identify themselves as Christians, yet the reality seems to fall far short of that.

Let me pause here to make an observation.  There’s an interesting contrast when you compare the holy book of Muslims – the Koran – with the holy book of us Christians – the Bible.  A scholar who is very familiar with the Koran once made this statement:  It’s odd, but the Koran has no help whatsoever for how one is to behave when one is a Muslim in a culture where the majority are not Muslim.
And it’s just the opposite for us Christians:  we Christians do not have any good instruction from our Bible on how we are to behave when we are a majority in a given culture.  Have you noticed that?  All of the New Testament is written for a minority, for a Christian people on the margins, for the people without power and great social significance.

Just think of the stories that Jesus told which featured tiny and insignificant things.  He told the story about the one lost coin, remember?  The story about the one lost sheep.  The story about a tiny mustard seed.  

Do you see?  I think Jesus was telling us that it would be our peculiar vocation in the world to seem small and insignificant in the world.  That we would have to work behind the scenes, secretly growing, secretly flavoring and influencing the world.

You are the salt of the earth.  Do you remember how Jesus says that same thing in John’s Gospel, in his farewell speech to the disciples on the night before he dies on the cross:  You are in the world but not of the world.
You see, that can always be the danger…the danger that, as Will Willimon has said, Some of our churches, in leaning over to speak to the modern world, fell in.  We are to flavor the world, not to be conformed to the world.
Or, as the theologian Karl Barth so eloquently said, you and I are invited into this strange and different world of the Scriptures, to see our world from God’s point of view, to let the biblical world become our world.  Too often in modern culture, we have done the reverse:  that is, we have interpreted Scripture through the language and categories of the world when we should have been interpreting our world through the language and categories of the Scriptures.
Let me repeat again:  Jesus said, You are the salt of the earth.   Or again, as Jesus reminds us at the close of our Gospel passage:  For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.

All this is beginning to sound pretty heavy now, isn’t it?  How can we ever live up to this expectation of us….to be salt, to make a difference in the world, to make it easier for others to be good, to be pure ourselves.  How can we do this?

The simple fact of the matter is:  we can’t, not by ourselves.  And, to be honest, my preaching so far today has been somewhat misleading.  Because Jesus isn’t really calling us to be salt here.  He doesn’t say, Be salt.  No, he says, You are salt.  It is grace.  It is gift.
We can especially begin to understand that when Jesus mentions a second image:  light.  Here again, Jesus doesn’t say, Be the light of the world.  No, he says, You are the light of the world.  And especially with this phrase about us being the light of the world – when we hear that, we always remember along with it, don’t we, another phrase of Jesus:  I am the light of the world.

Do you see?  Do you see where the light comes from?  Our light is not our own.  It comes from Jesus.  Our light is reflected light, reflected from Jesus.  As St. Augustine reminded us:  You are I are not suns; we are moons, reflecting the light of the Son of God.  

These two parables of Jesus – salt and light – are essentially about gift, not demand.  That gracious element is embodied in the parable itself.  There really can be no such thing as unsalty salt; the saltiness of salt is a given.

Equally absurd would be the practice of lighting a lamp and then sticking it under a bushel basket.  You just don’t do such a crazy thing!

The point is this:  God’s gifts precede God’s demand.  Or we could say it this way:  God’s gifts allow us to tackle God’s demands.  St. Augustine composed a prayer that went something like this:  O God, please give what you demand – and then demand whatever you want.

God, through our Baptism, has already made us salt; God has already made us light.  God has given us the gifts to become what He wants us to be.

Remember that baptismal candidate standing outside the doors of the church?  With the taste of salt still in her mouth, she enters the church.  The saltiness reminding her of God’s demand to flavor the world, to make it easier for others to be good, to be pure.  Then the priest leads her to the baptismal font, the place where she will receive the gift which will enable her to tackle God’s demands.

Following her baptism, she will receive another gift – the Eucharist, the body and blood of our Lord – another gift which will strengthen her to be the salt of the earth, the light of the world.  

These gifts God has promised to all of us….which is why we celebrate and receive these gifts often….weekly.  For almost 15 years now, Lord of the Hills Church has been setting the table and offering the gifts of God for the People of God.  Gifts to give you strength for your journey, gifts to make you the salt of the earth, the light of the world.
