Rev. Dr. Anne Bain Epling

Faith Des Peres Presbyterian Church

February 6, 2011

Matthew 5:13-20

“The Spice of Life”

You are the salt of the world, Jesus said!  I think if Jesus had ever experienced a winter like we’re experiencing he would have chosen a different metaphor!  

Let’s talk about salt!  Who’s seen enough of it on the roads and their cars?  

Yeah, me to.  Frank told me on Thursday that he doesn’t have nearly enough of it to melt the ice and clear the parking lot.  Tola couldn’t throw enough of it on the sidewalks to even make a dent in the ice and sleet that came down on Tuesday.  

Salt.  Can’t live with it, can’t live without it.

There’s an old story about a minister who once saw a bumper sticker on car that read, “I am a generic Christian.” Underneath those words in small print it said, “Ask me what I mean.” Well, the minister followed the car and when the driver stopped he asked the man what it meant. The man shared he was tired of denominational labels – he just wanted to be a ‘generic Christian.’ The minister reflected on that incident and later wrote, “I wonder if we don’t have too many generic Christians – and not enough disciples.”

It’s our second week with Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  He’s teaching the 12 disciples and others who have now gathered to listen, what a public life of a disciple should look like. And the lifestyle that Jesus taught was far from generic. Jesus taught a revolutionary lifestyle that was grounded in the words of the Old Testament prophets.  So in that vain, Jesus redefined religion to be more about doing the right thing than worshipping the right way.  

Now, he wasn’t the first one to redefine it.  In fact, all throughout the Bible there’s this internal argument going on.  On the one hand, there are those who define religion as adhering to the religious law: reenacting rituals, praying, fasting, and sacrificing.  It’s the religion of the temple.  It’s what the Pharisees were all about.

On the other hand, in the Bible there are those who define religion on the basis of the difference it makes in the way we live our life.  This is a religion that advocates for the poor, the weak and the vulnerable.  This is a religion of the streets.  It’s the religion of the Old Testament prophets.

The Pharisees often accused Jesus of undermining the temple religion.  Whenever he ate with the sinners and tax collectors and healed unclean people, they accused him of undermining the religion of the temple.

But what he says today is, “I’m not a threat to your temple religion.  In fact, I’ve come to fulfill it.”  And the best way Jesus knew how to fulfill it was to hearken back to Isaiah’s words and remind the disciples that they are to feed the hungry and shelter the homeless, because THAT’s what a disciple does; that’s how to be salt and light in the world.

If you cook you’ve maybe noticed that salt is all the rage these days.  After being shunned for many years as unhealthy, salt is back in vogue.  Sea salt, black salt, kosher salt, and gourmet salts are in.

I’d love to tell you that this is the type of salt Jesus is telling us we are, but the salt that Jesus is talking about is far from gourmet.  The salt Jesus is referring to is what was used as a leveling agent in paddies made from animal manure.  The paddies were used as fuel in outdoor ovens; the salt was mixed with the paddies so they would burn longer and provide more heat.  

Knowing this, you could say that Jesus wanted his followers to be leveling agents in what had become a dirty world.  Jesus was telling his disciples and his critics, that one cannot believe and then act as if faith does not matter.  Right worship should always lead to action, and the action should always point to God’s kingdom. 

Jesus wants his followers to be ones that help the proverbial paddie’s fuel burn brighter, and if that means turning the heat up a bit, well-so be it.  No one said being the salt of the earth would be easy.  
Way back in 1936, a German preacher named Martin Niemoller preached a sermon on this passage that did just . . .it turned up the heat.  Now, you maybe have never heard of Martin Niemoller, but you’ve probably heard a famous quote attributed to him (which is this): 

"In Germany, they first came for the Communists, and I didn't speak up because I wasn't a Communist. Then they came for the Jews, and I didn't speak up because I wasn't a Jew. Then they came for the trade unionists, and I didn't speak up because I wasn't a trade unionist. Then they came for the Catholics, and I didn't speak up because I was a Protestant. Then they came for me - but by that time there was no one left to speak up."

In 1936 when Niemoller preached his sermon on this passage from Matthew titled, appropriately, “Christians Must Be a Light in the World,” he’d already been threatened numerous times by the Nazis for speaking against them.  Niemoller adamantly believed that the Church should not kowtow to the Nazi party.  There were plenty of people who thought the church should step in line with the Nazis, but Niemoller wasn’t one of them.

In his sermon he said, “Brothers and sisters, It has come to this: we are being accosted on all sides, by statesmen as well as by "the man in the street," who tell us: "For God's sake, do not speak so loudly or you will land in prison. Pray do not speak so plainly: surely you can also say all that in a more obscure fashion!" Brothers and sisters, we are not allowed to put our light under a bushel: if we do so, we are disobedient; but we have received our commission from Him Who is the light of the world.(and) He does not need us as wicks. . . 

He then goes on to say: I must speak thus once again to-day, for perhaps I shall no longer be able to do so next Sunday: I have to tell you that to-day once again as plainly as I can, for who knows what next Sunday may bring forth? But it is our duty to speak . . .  and to keep alive the light - "the poor flickering candle of the Gospel" as Martin Luther calls it; and (keeping the poor flickering candle of the Gospel alive)t depends upon whether we are ready to do what we are bidden and to preach the message and to let the light shine forth. 

Niemoller wasn’t there to preach the following Sunday, because the Nazis arrested him and imprisoned him in a concentration camp.  Hitler asked for his execution, but somehow he managed to survive in the concentration camp for 8 long years.

You are the salt of the earth, Jesus said.  You are the light of the world.  “You are the bright warm sunshine on a cold blustery day.”

Most of us will never go through what Niemoller did, praise God.  We won’t have such a monumental, life altering decision to make as to whether we’ll be salty Christians or those who have lost their flavor.  But every day, week in and week out, we have decisions to make-some are small and some are large, but they are decisions as to whether we will let our light shine and conform to the life of Christ, or whether we’ll become one of those bland, generic Christians.

I’m pretty sure that most of us error on the side of salty.  Despite what the critics may think (and we heard last what they think of us), the vast majority of Christians are really doing their best to help the world and serve the world-to be salty, if you will and shining a little light on the dark places.

So here’s what I’m going to do, but I need your help.

I’m going to start a salt and light log.  I want you to start collecting examples of where you’ve seen people be salt and light and where you yourself have been salt and light.  It can be as simple as “I remembered to bring in food for Souper Bowl Sunday”.  Or, “I forgot food but I donated money to it.”

You are the salt of the earth.  You are the light of the world, Jesus said.  And don’t hide it under a bushel.

So I’m going to post on the blog, just like I did back in the fall when I gave you all dollars, where you’ve seen people be salt and light and where you yourself have been salt and light.  

Last week we heard all the negative stuff about what people have to say about Christians and I asked you to dispel that myth.  This is your chance.  I hope you’ll participate because No matter what the world says we can't shake our saltiness or lose our light. It's what God has made us to be, and it is good.

So on that note, I’m closing with a charge given many, many years ago at a General Assembly by Sarah Speed McTyre.

Go out into the world

To salt it with the gospel.

Though you are

As small as a granule,

You are bursting with the

Taste and power of the good news.

Scatter yourselves lovingly

And liberally

That the world may know

The generous spirit of God.

Fling yourselves courageously

Into the places that have been dulled

By darkness and death

That the world may be surprised

By the new life God brings.

Go with grace.

Go with joy.

Go with the tang of the gospel on your lips.

Amen.


