1
3

Matthew 5: 13-20

“On Salt and Light”

February 6, 2011


It’s too bad it’s come on such hard times -- one of the most elemental of foods -- in fact the only one I know of that is a mineral--not organic.   Yes-- we use it on popcorn - and when no one’s looking -- shake it on something that just doesn’t taste quite right -- like that steak just off the grill.  We all have refrigeration and freezers now -- so we don’t use it anymore to preserve food--maybe hunters still do--I don’t know.  We swim in the ocean in it -- but can’t drink it safely -- and fact -- if we did -- our life would be in danger.  For it also stirs up a powerful thirst -- even in small quantities -- and then begins to break down tissue.


Even so -- especially before the dawn of modern technology and medicine -- salt has been a staple of life and as valuable as gold.  For it eliminated the need for seasonal food -- allowed meat to be eaten year round -- and facilitated commerce along “the salt roads.”  Today of course, salt has fallen on hard times as we try to reduce our consumption of it, and though we know its not good for us -- it certainly makes things tasty.


Even so -- if the truth be told -- salt does alter and yes -- enhance the flavor of food -- like it does on cantalope.  For salt -- as Charles Cook says -- has an edge (have you ever mistakenly “salted your iced tea?) -- but along with that edge -- and in our most honest moments -- it does have a good, even satisfying taste.   It makes foods literally come alive that would otherwise would be without flavor.  For as the saying goes:  God gave us food to sustain his beloved people.  But God -- loving us so -- God made food taste delicious.


Yes -- salt has been a foundation of civilization from the earliest times Wikipedia says -- but so also was light.  The light of a campfire -- the light of a lantern -- the light of even a single candle that can turn dark into twilight.  Light for cooking -- light for illumination -- light to show the way -- for light fundamentally draws people to its warmth and radiance.  You know what I mean if you have ever been out in the dark -- perhaps even lost -- and found solace and comfort as you get closer and closer to a light in the distance.


You may remember last Sunday -- we reflected on the Beatitudes -- the first section of Jesus’ magnificent Sermon on the Mount.  We did not consider the Beatitudes individually as commandments that can sometimes loom larger than life -- but rather holistically -- where each takes meaning and builds on the other.  And we learned that if we adopted a certain “mindset” as we ponder them and their meaning in our life -- that is by considering them through a lens of simplicity - hopefulness and compassion -- then we are invited into a way of being in the world -- but are not shaped by the world.   And so in the end -- we recognized that observing, embracing and embodying the Beatitudes is -- after all --something we can do -- for fundamentally -- is the only rational approach to living our lives as followers of Christ.


Yes -- last week -- sitting on that mountain -- Jesus begins to teach us about the ways of discipleship.  Among other things -- be meek, be merciful, be a peacemaker. But Jesus didn’t stop there in his sermon for he goes on today to tell us what disciples will “look like” -- that is -- how disciples who embrace the Beatitudes will simply “be.” 

For he explains all of this morning using two marvelous analogies .  First -- “You are the salt of the earth.”  Not just you up on the mountain in Jesus’ time -- but you in the pews today as well.  And what’s more --Jesus said:  “You are the light of the world” -- those that sat on the grass on that mountain -- as well as those of you sitting in a sanctuary in Montauk, New York.   Yes -- Carol Dempsey says -- you are the salt of the earth when you allow yourself to be formed by God’s blessings.  For like salt as flavor -- God’s Holy Spirit -- gives us the capacity to be “God’s flavoring” -- that is -- to bring about God’s goodness in his broken world.   

And then:  “You are the light of the world” -- that is -- we can become the light of the world when we are called into relationships with others --  both our neighbor -- that’s easy -- but also those who despise us because of our beliefs.  Blessed are the persecuted.  For that light -- Christ’s light -- is our standard as Christians.  The light that beckons and warms us in the dark -- the light that cannot be put out -- the light that may glow a little under a bushel -- but if we permit it -- the light that can illuminate the entire world.

We as citizens of this great country have all been following with grave concern and compassion -- the protests -- and then the violence -- that has erupted among our long time friends in Egypt.  There have been some miraculous stories -- of demonstrators equipped with only with the barest of weapons -- peacefully protecting all they love in their country --  their ancient treasures, their neighborhoods and their neighbors -- even strangers who needed their help.

We were shocked then to find out Wednesday that the tide of protest had suddenly turned hateful and violent as better armed supporters of the government - thugs actually - arrived to quell the disturbance the only way they knew -- chasing them on horse and camel back -- then brutally attacking peaceful protesters and journalists -- injuring many - killing some, perhaps in the hundreds.

New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof  has been reporting from Tahrir Square in Cairo this past week -- observing both the thuggery and courage that have somehow coexisted as “pro and anti” Mubarak supporters faced off -- though the odds have been uneven at best.  But in the midst of these sickening days -- when the pro-government thugs have sought to crush Egypt’s democracy movement -- there have also been memorable moments he says of inspiration, such as watching two women stand up to the mob.

For while heavily armed and angry young men poured in to scream and attack peaceful bystanders, along came two middle-age sisters, Amal and Minna, walking towards the square to join the pro-democracy movement.  They had their heads covered and they looked timid and frail as thugs surrounded them, jostled them and shouted at them.

Yet side by side with the ugliest of humanity, you could also find the best -- we Christians would say the salt and light of the earth.  The women stood their ground.  They explained calmly to the mob why they favored democratic reform -- Christian discipleship in another context -- and then listened patiently to the screams of the mob back at them.  When the women refused to be cowed, the men lost interest and began to move on -- and the two women continued to walk to the center of the Square.  

Kristof says, I approached them and told them I was awed by their courage.  I asked why they had risked the mob’s wrath to come to Tahrir Square.   With big smiles on their faces in the picture that accompanied the column, they responded:  “We need democracy in Egypt,” -- or put another way -- “We need peace and justice in Egypt and we come sent by God --to be his peacemakers.”

Now here are two women -- Muslim, likely.  But these two women had without knowing -- absorbed today’s lesson from the Christian scriptures, perhaps there is scripture in the Quran with a similar message. I suspect so.  Yes -- those women had embraced this morning’s lesson.  You are the salt of the earth.  They had been formed by God’s -- blessings in their life -- and though living in their violent world -- they were not of it.  For based on their religious principles I’d like to think -- their lives -- their very being would not be shaped by the authoritarian and violent regime that was their government.  For being God’s salt of the earth -- they had chosen that day to come out in the midst of terror to effect God’s righteousness -- peace and justice - in his broken world through their quiet and simple words and actions.

But those two faithful women also showed themselves to be God’s light in the world.  For by accepting God’s blessings in their life -- they als felt called into relationship with others on the square that day -- their fellow and like-minded protesters -- but also those who despised them for what they believed.  But they did not cower, as did others.  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness -- for they will be filled. Blessed are the peacemakers.  And blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake for they will be called children of God.  Yes -- God’s light could not be put out that day in the Square -- it could be not put under a bushel basket - or behind a barricade.  For as their standard -- Amal and Minna knew that light could serve to illuminate the square -- even their entire world.

During this interim time, this congregation has reflected and wrestled with two fundamental questions: Who does God want us to be?   -- and -- What does God want us to do?  Sisters and brothers -- I’ve come to recognize -- I’ve come to know---that as God’s salt --and God’s light -- there is nothing you and this congregation can’t realize -- can’t accomplish  -- can’t achieve to bring about goodness - peace and justice -- in Montauk -- on Long Island -- in our world.  As God’s salt -- you all have been formed by God’s abundant blessings.  And so this day -- I encourage you -- I urge you to ensure that this community continues to faithfully serve as God’s light -- God’s ocean -- that will brilliantly reflect a million sparkles of his light on the world -- the world that needs God’s light and God’s salt so desperately.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.

Amen.

Anne Stewart Miller

Montauk, New York

