Salt and Light

Pre:


Last week when I talked about what it means to in Christ, I suggested that when you are in Christ, there are some challenges to be faced and some changes to be made.  As we walk through the weeks of Lent, we will talk about some of those challenges and changes.  Today, the challenge is to embrace a new identity and to understand how that identity can impact the world for good.  

Read Matthew 5:13-16


I’m going to begin by telling you a true story, and I want to ask you to think about what you would have done in a similar circumstance.  Rosalie Elliot was an eleven-year-old from South Carolina.  She was competing in the national spelling bee in Washington.  She was asked to spell the word avowal, which she did.  The problem was that the judge’s ears couldn’t quite make out whether the last vowel she spelled was an a or an e.   They went to instant replay, playing back the tape of Rosalie spelling the word over and over again.  But they still weren’t sure.  So finally the chief judge put the question to Rosalie:  “Was the letter an a or was it an e?”   Well, by now, Rosalie, surrounded by a flock of whispering spellers, was quite sure of the correct spelling.  And when they put the question to her, she said, without hesitation, that she had misspelled it.  And she walked off the stage.  The entire audience stood up and applauded, including about fifty newspaper reporters, one of whom was heard to  remark that the judge had placed quite a burden on an eleven-year-old.  (Illustrations Unlimited, 62-63)


Would you have done what Rosalie did?  


We live in a world where dishonesty is commonplace.  So is violence. Rage.  Abuse of power.  Most people, it would seem, are out to get whatever they can for themselves, no matter what the cost in terms of personal integrity.   There is a seductive magnetism that whispers in the ear:  “The only thing that matters is you and your family.  Don’t worry about that person over there.  Just see that your own needs and wants are met.  Get what you can and hang onto it.  And don’t let anyone get in the way.”  Especially don’t let minor irritations like integrity, honesty, or loyalty get in the way of getting what you want.  


Into such a world with such expectations walks a young lady like Rosalie, who insists on being honest, even though it costs her the spelling bee.  


This illustrates the kind of calling that we have as Christians.  Like the salmon swimming upstream we are called to live in this world, but not to conform to its ways.  We are called to live lives that model a different kind of life—the life of the kingdom of God.  


You are the salt of the earth, Jesus said.  You are the light of the world.   


Both salt and light are strong images because they are necessary for life.  Salt is a preservative, an antiseptic, an essential ingredient of our body; it’s something that adds flavor to life as well.  Light helps us to see, it gives direction; light may provide a warning, or it may be a beautiful decoration.  Some types of light—such as the laser—can even do surgery.  Light is crucial for plants to do photosynthesis.  


You are the salt of the earth, the light of the world.  The Christian’s calling is to change the chemistry of the negative, self-destructive, dysfunctional systems of the world.  To infuse the world with grace, forgiveness, love, honesty, faithfulness, integrity.  Our challenge is to make a difference by simply being who we say we are.    Jesus is our model here, as always.  He didn’t just preach his gospel, he lived it.  Wherever he went, people were healed and dysfunctional systems were challenged.   And he put himself and his life on the line.  Those who are in Christ are called to do the same.  Take up your cross, he said, and follow me.  


But here’s the question.  What if salt loses its taste?  What if people start hiding their light under a bushel basket?  What if Christians stopped being a force for positive change?  


It’s unthinkable.  Salt is salt.  A light shines, by its very nature.  And Christians, by their very nature, are dispensers of God’s grace.  We are salt shakers, light bearers, grace givers.  


And yet, sometimes it appears that standards and behaviors of the world have seeped into the church, rather than the church making a difference in the world.  Sometimes when I look at the face of the church (you can see this very graphically in the newspaper headlines) the church appears to be a mirror image of the self-seeking, stressed-out, abusive and addictive world that we seek to serve.  


  Let’s get personal.  When you are involved in a conversation, a planning meeting, a family discussion; when you’re driving down the road; when you are in the grocery store or at a ball game, at work, what does your presence convey to others?  Is God’s grace in evidence?  Is the process enlightened by your comments?  Is the road safer because you’re driving?   Or are you expecting someone else to lead the way?  


There was a high school basketball tournament going on, and a coach called a time out and singled out one of his players.  He asked the young man, “Do you know the meaning of cooperation?”


“Sure, coach, I know what cooperation is.”


The coach then asked the boy, “Do you know the meaning of teamwork?”


“Sure, I know what teamwork is.”


“The coach continued, “And do you know what sportsmanship is?”


“Yes, coach,” the boy said, “It’s when a call does not go our way, but we accept it and keep playing.  We don’t get angry or say mean things or swear.”


“That’s right,” said the coach.  “Now will you go to the bleachers where your parents are sitting and explain to them what you already know?”  (story file, 18.7.6)

There’s no such thing as part-time salt or part-time light.  If you’re a follower of Jesus on Sunday, you’ve got to follow him during the week, too.  

YOU are the salt of the earth.  YOU are the light of the world.  What is it that your Christian life is made of?  Giving money, saying prayers, doing work for the church, using your spiritual gifts?  Those are good things, but what Jesus is saying here goes so much deeper than the surface of our activities.  YOU are the salt of the earth.  YOU are the light of the world.  If you think about your Christian life as being just about what you DO, you are missing the point.  

Ever since the Purpose Driven Life series we did last fall, I have a reputation for saying “It’s not about you.” Well, this IS about you.  It’s about you being so strongly connected to Jesus, so thoroughly converted, that he both rubs off and shines through.  His character, his integrity, his commitment become part and parcel of who you are.  

And as I’ve said many times, this isn’t automatic.  Following Jesus is an intentional act.  It’s a choice that you make every day.  The choice is mostly about attitude.  If you want to be salt and light in your world, you may need an attitude adjustment.  

The attitude adjustment I am talking about is this:  The way of the world is to build your own kingdom—to live and work only caring about your own welfare.  The way of Christ is to live in such a way that others will be helped and healed and supported as well.   

Here’s an example of what I mean:

A young college student, whose name was Paul, had the good fortune to have an older brother who had already established himself in the business world.  Paul’s brother gave him a brand new car for Christmas.  On Christmas Eve, when Paul came out of his office, a young boy was walking around the shiny new car, admiring it.  “Is this your car, mister?” he asked.

Paul nodded. “My brother gave it to me for Christmas.”

The boy looked astounded.  “You mean your brother gave it to you, and it didn’t cost you anything?  Boy I wish. . .”

He hesitated, and Paul knew what the boy was going to wish.  He was going to wish that he had a brother like that.  But what he said next surprised Paul.  “I wish,” the boy went on, “that I could be a brother like that.”

Paul looked at the boy in astonishment, then impulsively asked, “Would you like to ride in my car?”

“Oh, yes!  I’d love that!”

After a short ride the boy turned, and with his eyes shining, he said, “Mister, would you mind driving in front of my house?”

Paul smiled a little.  Again, he was sure he knew what the lad wanted.  He wanted to show his neighbors that he could ride in a big automobile.

But Paul was wrong again.

“Will you stop right where those two steps are?” the boy asked.

He ran up the steps.  Then, in a little while, Paul heard him coming back but he was coming much slower than he had left.

He was carrying his little polio-crippled brother.  He sat him down on the bottom step, then pointed to the car.  “There she is, Buddy, just like I told you upstairs.  His brother gave it to him for Christmas, and it didn’t cost him a cent.  And someday I’m gonna give you one just like it.  Then you can see for yourself all the pretty things in the Christmas windows that I’ve been trying to tell you about.”

Paul got out and lifted the little boy to the front seat of his car. The shining-eyed older brother climbed in beside him and the three of them began a memorable holiday ride. (Illustrations Unlimited, )

You don’t have to have great schemes or a lot of money to change the world.  You just have to embrace your own identity to be salt and light right where you are.  When you are faced with a situation or a dilemma or a need, ask this question:  How can I be salt or light in this situation?  And listen for God’s answer.  

Prayer:  The Prayer of St. Francis

Lord, make me an instrument

of your peace;

where there is hatred,

let me sow love;

where there is injury, pardon;

where there is doubt, faith;

where there is despair, hope;

where there is darkness, light;

and where there is sadness, joy.

Grant that I may not so much seek 

to be consoled as to console;

to be understood, 

as to understand,

to be loved as to love;

for it is in giving

that we receive,

it is in pardoning

that we are pardoned,

and it is in dying

that we are born to eternal life.
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