SALT AND LIGHT          
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 2-6-11

You ARE the salt of the earth!        You ARE the light of the world!

Not that you have to earn salt or light ... not that you have to try harder to be salt or light ... not that some day you WILL be salt or light ... but NOW - you ARE the salt of the earth and the light of the world.

Light is something we all understand pretty well, I think. Although experiences of sheer physical darkness are rare these days.  In our culture, we have pretty well conquered darkness with our electric power plants and our light bulbs and our Energizer batteries (except when an ice storm cuts our lines!) We can appreciate being called LIGHT.

But salt is another matter.

Salt has come into ill repute lately.  Doctors tell us to be more careful about how much we eat.  We have trained ourselves to read more carefully the side panels of the products at the supermarket.  And, if you have high blood pressure, you may have discovered that salt is in almost everything!

Not so in the ancient world in which Jesus lived and taught. Salt was a rare commodity.  Some ancient cultures used salt as money.  It was expensive to make and gather.  It was a costly item in the market and not always available.  So, right off we find that we who are salt are considered PRECIOUS and of GREAT VALUE by Jesus.

Back in those days before refrigerators and ice boxes, salt was the only way to preserve food.  Some of you can remember eating meat that had been salted or cured out back in a special shed.  When the choice was high blood pressure or going hungry, the pig got cured and eaten!

Salt was also used as a disinfectant.  Anyone knows what happens if salt gets in an open wound ... it stings!  What the ancients did not know was that sodium chloride can kill germs. It is a powerful chemical!

In fact, salt cannot chemically lose its flavor. It lasts and lasts.  The Romans would sometimes salt a town they had burned to insure that no living thing would dwell there for years to come. What Jesus must mean is that we can lose or deny the salt that is God within us.  When that happens, we are not good for much!  But that very power of salt to last should tell us that God does not give up on us very easily.  It is not easy to shake free of the Holy Spirit's claim upon us and presence within us.  Our "God - saltiness" is not casual or half-hearted!

But perhaps the least known use of salt in Jesus' day was as FERTILIZER.  Ancient farmers would often mix small amounts of salt into their fields to better prepare for planting.  A bit of salt helped bring about the best balance of nutrients in the soil.

Notice that Jesus calls us the salt of the EARTH.  As ancient farmers did, we are meant to mix in and mingle with the world and be the vital ingredient that prepares the soil in which God can plant seeds that will grow and flourish.

You are the salt of the earth.  That means we will make others thirsty for God!  Remember the Beatitude? - blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.  We are to the world what those free snacks of peanuts and pretzels are on airplanes and in bars ... they are designed to make people thirsty!

Quaker theologian Elton Trueblood has observed that the three metaphors Jesus uses to tell us who we are and how we are to be his followers  -  salt, light, and leaven  -  share one thing in common.  They all PENETRATE.  Salt penetrates food or soil.  Light penetrates darkness.  Leaven penetrates dough.

A cartoon in the New Yorker magazine showed a preacher in one of those open, wrought-iron pulpits.  He was visible from head to toe and was obviously worked up over the point he was making. In one of the pews a little girl is asking, " Mommy, what will we do if he gets out of there?"

We might say that preachers perched in their pulpits and congregations glued to their pews are useless, sterile clumps. Indeed, salt that clings to itself becomes toxic - like the salt run-off from roads following a winter snow.  Instead of enriching the soil it poisons it!

We are called to mix and react with the world!

You are the light of the world.  What a positive image!

We can quickly think of images of darkness in our world.  Fighting and unrest still rage in Egypt and the West Bank and Afghanistan.  But we do not have to look even that far. We can see the darkness of injustice around us. The poor keep getting poorer.  Our city streets and shelters slowly fill with more homeless persons.  Innocent babies are born with AIDS or addicted to cocaine or without a place to live or food to eat.  There's plenty of darkness to go around. We can curse it if we choose.

But just recently, I listened to a volunteer talk about his reasons for working with Habitat for Humanity.  He spoke of how glad he was to help a family have decent home to live in.  "You know, you can get real frustrated trying to change the world.  I discovered a long time ago that I cannot do everything.  But I CAN do something.  Why curse the darkness when you can light a candle?"

Isn't that freeing?  We don't have to try to do everything. Neither need we curse the darkness.  We can light a candle!  God has ALREADY declared us salt and light.

Salt and light do not squint their eyes, grit their teeth, and harden their will to do what they feel they ought to do. Salt flavors and light illumines simply because that is what they were created to do.  They are what they are because of the power of God the creator.  So it is with us.  We are what we are by the power of God in Christ who works through us.  God makes of us salt and light - our task is to keep ourselves open to that transforming power and connected to our source of power.

A family once went on a tour of some underground caverns.  At one point, the guide warned the family, then switched off all the lights.  They were caught in utter darkness.  It was quite disconcerting.  The young son reached for his teenage sister's hand.  He was obviously afraid.  "It's okay," she said "we know the one who can turn on the lights."

Let us remember that we have received the One who is the source of light.  And the darkness cannot overcome Him! 
 AMEN 

