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February 9, 2014 

1 Corinthians 2:1-12 

Matthew 5:13-20   You ARE Salt and Light 

 

There is going to be a new whiskey distillery in Dublin, Ireland. That’s 

what the paper said this week. And I wouldn’t normally call your 

attention to this kind of thing. I’m not telling you because I want you to 

drink more whiskey or because I want to plan a church trip to Ireland. 

The reason I’m telling you is because the distillery is going to be in an 

old Anglican church. They are going to take the old Gothic stone church 

and renovate it. The steeple will be repaired. The broken stained glass 

windows will be replaced. And the nave and altar area will be 

refurbished so that the copper stills and fermentation pots can be 

installed there. A lot of work needs to be done to the old church to make 

it usable because it hasn’t actually been used as a church since the late 

1960s. Dublin city officials are delighted that the empty building and its 

ratty-looking graveyard will finally be taken care of. After years of 

neglect, the old church will be used for something. 

It makes me a little sad to hear this story, but actually I’m not really 

surprised by it. When I was in Northern Ireland and Scotland, it was 
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pretty common to see old church buildings that were no longer churches. 

It was normal to see an old church that had been turned into a visitor’s 

center or a restaurant or a night club. Churches were not used as 

churches. Because no one went to church. There was no reason. 

Churches didn’t do anything that mattered. 

There are lots of reasons that a church might close. We might never 

know exactly why a church community fails. And as Presbyterians, we 

are confident that even if a church does close, even if it is turned into a 

distillery, God can still bring good out of it.  All hope is not lost. But it 

does make you wonder. Especially in light of what Jesus says in our 

scripture reading today. That unless we are salt for the earth, unless we 

are a light for the world, unless we are like a city on a hill, it won’t 

matter. We won’t be a church that matters. If salt isn’t salty, what’s the 

point? And if a lamp is hidden under a bushel basket, why light it? And 

if a city on a hill isn’t a beacon to those around it, then why build it? We 

are here because we have something to say that matters. We have 

something to do that matters. We are here because God matters and we 

matter and those around us, they need to know they matter to God too.  
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Now just to be clear, Jesus’ words today are specifically meant for us as 

the church. They aren’t directed at the average person walking in off the 

street who wonders, hey what’s that nice music coming from that 

building over there? Jesus’ words today are for disciples. For the crazy 

ones who have been sucked in to his Kingdom message. Who have 

committed whole hog to his way of forgiveness and who have been 

transformed by his love. Who have chosen, as Paul says, to know 

nothing but Jesus Christ and him crucified. We are the crazy ones who 

believe that that love matters. And that love has defeated sin and 

darkness and death.  Jesus took all of those on the cross. He took them 

and he gave us life in return. Because we matter. You and I matter. We 

all matter that much to God. 

Jesus takes our death and sin from us and gives us life. And not just a 

little bit of life. Not half a life. Not part of a life or most of a life. Not a 

life that is similar to life. Not a life substitute or a life alternative. But 

full-throated, let-er-rip, life, that is more than just hitting the alarm clock 

and going through another day. It is life that is so much bigger and so 

much more beautiful than we can imagine. It’s life that isn’t calculated 
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by what we wear or how much money we have or who are friends are or 

how young we are or how old we are or how healthy we are. This kind 

of life isn’t defined by the values of the world but by God. Who says, 

your life matters to me. And it does not belong to anyone or anything 

else but me. You are my child. You are precious and you are wanted and 

you are loved. You have a purpose and you matter. 

You matter. That’s a different message than the one the world offers to 

us. Mostly the world tells us that we don’t matter much. And we only 

matter if we have enough money to impress people. And that we are 

only blessed if we are rich or if we are powerful or if we have no cares 

in the world. But Jesus’s message is different. He says that’s not what 

life is about. Life in the Kingdom of God is different. He says, you want 

to know who’s blessed? It’s the poor in spirit. And the meek, they are 

blessed too. And those who mourn. And those who hunger and thirst for 

righteousness. And you know who else is blessed? The merciful and the 

pure in heart and the peacemakers. And those who are persecuted or 

reviled for their faith. They are blessed. They are the ones who are 

closest to real life. And that’s what you’ll learn as my disciples. That’s 
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what you’ll learn in the Kingdom of God. Life matters. All those people 

who don’t seem to matter, they especially matter to God. And it matters 

that you let the world know. 

You, as my church, matter. You are the salt of the earth, Jesus says. 

With your message, you are the seasoning for a bland world. You are 

here, each of you in your own unique way, to make life taste better for 

those around you. You are the salt of the earth. Now, we might wonder 

what Jesus means because every doctor now says there is too much salt 

in the world. Our diets contain way too much sodium. We are being 

overexposed to salt. And it’s giving everyone high blood pressure. And 

some would say that’s exactly what the church is doing. By being 

judgmental. By being self-serving. By saying they love people and then 

not loving people. Some would say there is way too much salt in the 

world. 

But that’s not the analogy Jesus had in mind. See, in Jesus’ time, it was 

different. Salt wasn’t that easy to come by. It had to be mined from 

natural deposits in the earth. And everyone needed to have it. Salt was 

necessary for life. It was needed to preserve things. It was needed to 
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clean things. You needed salt to enjoy your food. You needed salt to 

enjoy life. When Jesus says that we are to be the salt of the earth, he is 

saying that we as the church are necessary. We matter. Because we are 

here to preserve life and help lives be clean and to ensure that life tastes 

better for everyone.  Jesus says that we matter and that it matters how we 

are in this world. Are we being that little sprinkle of something, that 

little bit of love, that little bit of grace, that bit of hope that wakes up the 

world and lets our neighbors know that they matter to God? 

A few weeks ago, a group of us went with our Confirmation class into 

Lexington early on a Sunday morning to pack lunches for hungry folks. 

And then we went out in the cold, cold weather and handed them out. 

And one of our Confirmation class folks said something afterwards that 

made me think. It made me think about how we are in the world and 

how the next generation sees us. He said that handing out those lunches 

was one of the most worthwhile things he had done in church. I know 

that he’s right because when we came back, we all felt alive. When we 

came back for church, people who saw us and heard about what we did 
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got excited. They said that they would like to go too next time. It just felt 

like something we should be doing. And it felt like all of us knew it. 

Jesus has a job for us to do. We are the salt of the earth. And Jesus says 

that we are also light for the world. We are here to provide illumination 

in the darkness. We are here to shine a light on injustice and suffering. 

We are here to provide a beacon of hope for those in the valley of the 

shadow of death. I remember going on a tour of the Oregon Caves when 

I was a kid. It was amazing. There was cavern after cavern of stunning 

rock formations and they had them all lit up with multi-colored lights. 

Then in one room, deep in the cave, deep underground, they had us 

stand still. And they turned off the lights. It was utterly and totally black. 

You couldn’t see the person next to you. You couldn’t see your hand in 

front of you. Your eyes keep looking and looking desperately for any 

trace of light. Any light at all. It was terrifying. You never feel so alone 

as when you are in the dark. Maybe you know what it’s like to be in the 

dark.  To not understand an illness, to not know what’s happening with a 

loved one, to not see any way out, to not believe, to not believe that 

anyone can find you or that you matter at all. 
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So much of the world needs a little light. So many of us know what it 

feels like to need that illumination. That flare in the dark that lets us 

know that we are not alone and that there is a way out. And we never 

forget it, when someone shines that light for us. The stranger who stops 

to help when our car breaks down. The friend who has the kindest word 

for us. The person who brings by supper after you’ve been with your 

parent in the hospital. The neighbor who takes every kid in the 

community to the swimming pool and packs a lunch for each of them. 

That individual who shows up to work in the community garden every 

single Saturday. Each of us, each one of us carries the light, Jesus says. 

The world needs that light. So don’t hide it. 

You are the light of the world, a city on a hill. No one after lighting a 

lamp puts it under a bushel basket. But how often do we think that our 

light doesn’t matter? How often do we say to ourselves, we can’t be a 

light in the world. We aren’t good enough or faithful enough. We aren’t 

wise enough or patient enough. How could we be the light? We’ll mess 

it up. We’ll do this light thing wrong. And others will point out how 

imperfect we are. And they’ll question our sincerity. And they’ll 
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question our faith. We might question our faith. We can’t be a light in 

the world. We’re nothing special. We don’t really matter all that much. 

Enough. Enough with the bushel baskets. You are the light of the world, 

says Jesus. Stop trying to hide it. You are the light of the world. You 

aren’t too small. And you aren’t too ill-equipped. You aren’t too 

imperfect. And you aren’t too unworthy. Enough with the bushel 

baskets. You matter to me, says Jesus. And what you do matters to this 

world. 

You are the light of the world. You ARE. Not you ‘could’ be the light. 

Or you ‘ought’ to be the light. Or one day, you ‘will’ be the light. You 

ARE the light of the world. Right now. Just as you are. You are the light 

of the world. You matter and you can let the rest of the world know that 

it matters too. You can be a light in the darkness. Illuminating others 

with that genuine self of yours. You ARE the light of the world. With 

that baptismal mark on your forehead and that stain of communion juice 

on your upper lip. You ARE the light of the world. You ARE the salt of 

the earth. You ARE a city on a hill. And God has called you, YES, 
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YOU, just as you are, to believe that this world and everyone in it 

matters to God. 

We are here, as the church, with a message that matters. God has life for 

everyone. Tasty life. Illuminated life. Life full of hope and grace. We 

are, as the church have a message that matters. There’s no hiding it. My 

life, your life, the life of this world, matters to God. It matters. You 

matter. 


