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Isaiah 58:1-9                     “Agents of Restoration”                          R.P.C. 
Matthew 5:`3-20                                                                          January 19, 2014 
                                            Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    I remember reading some time ago about research being conducted on our 
consumption of salt – good old table salt.  We North Americans consume huge 
amounts of the stuff in small doses. Of course, there is that on-going medical 
debate as to whether or not salt is causing great harm to our bodies. Excessive 
consumption is supposedly contributing to such things as high blood pressure, 
hypertension, and fluid-retention. 
    So researchers are trying to understand why we are so attracted to salt – so 
attracted that for some, it’s almost a drug-like dependency. The most apparent 
answer researchers give is that we like salt because it makes our food taste good 
– Da! …, now there’s a no-brainer. Salt seems to bring out the flavor of foods – 
But why? The report stated that salt actually obscures the flavor of many of the 
foods we eat, blocking their natural flavors. 
     Still, we love our salt and cannot seem to get enough of it. The more addicted 
among us have the habit of salting our food before we even taste it. So one of the 
theories from the research states that salt makes food taste better because it 
“masks” some of the natural bitterness of the foods we eat. Researchers do not 
know why the salt masks the bitterness. However, as those of us who have been 
put on a salt-free diet can attest, it is amazing what a difference just a pinch of 
salt can make. 
    In today’s lesson from Matthew, Jesus tells his followers that they ARE, “the salt 
of the earth” and they ARE also the “light of the world.” The implication is that a 
little thing like salt and even a fragile glimmer of light can make a difference. 
    It’s rather fascinating that when Jesus speaks of the difference his followers can 
make in the world, he uses two rather two insignificant, often taken-for-granted 
substances: salt and light. But then, Jesus has this way of taking items which are 
seemingly insignificant – things like – coins called ‘widow’s mites,’ and smelly, lost 
sheep, and scattered seeds, transforming them into items of great importance to 
the kingdom. 
    So in calling his followers “salt and light” he names them as essential 
ingredients for the kingdom of God. Thus, followers - disciples become the agents 
of restoration. Apparently even a few disciples, completely faithful to him, can go 
a long way in transforming the world into the kingdom of God. 
 



2 
 

    And light?  … Well, light can be quite fragile. But we notice that even in small 
quantities, it can make quite a difference…. 
    A few weeks ago, we held our annual Christmas Eve candlelight services here. 
You might remember that point in the service at when we extinguish most of the 
lights in the chapel/sanctuary, and have only the Christ candle and the advent 
candles lit. Naturally, because of safety concerns, we cannot go completely dark. 
And yet, if only the Christ candle were to remain lit in the midst of total darkness, 
we would be amazed at the difference the light from the one single candle could 
make. It is just one candle, but its rays would stream through the entire 
chapel/sanctuary. And from the light of that one Christ candle, our faces could be 
seen - from that one, single candle the darkness would be dispelled. 
    Last summer, as a part of our family vacation, we took a tour of a cavern in the 
North Carolina mountains. Of course, after warning us, we shared one of those 
‘planned moments’ when they turned off all of the lights so we could experience 
total darkness. If you have ever experienced such a moment, then you too know 
how frightening and disturbing such darkness can be, even though we had been 
prepared for it. Total darkness is suffocating. Then the tour guide turned on one 
low-wattage light and that single light, literally filled our space. 
    Isn’t it interesting that when Jesus spoke of us - seizing some metaphor to 
characterize who we are to be as his followers - he didn’t say, “You are a great 
army marching into the world.” He didn’t say, “You are a loud speaker positioned 
in the marketplace to shout a message to everybody.” He didn’t say, “You are to 
be my ecclesiastical corporation who will institute world domination.” Rather 
Jesus said that we are to be “salt” and “light.” Yet even a pinch of seasoning, or a 
slender ray of fragile light, can go a long way to make a major impact. In other 
words, WE - seemingly small and insignificant that we are - can make all the 
difference in God’s world. 
    We are only recently started the 14th year of a new century. Yet many of us 
lived for at least a part of the past century, the 20th. And for those who did, we 
Christians must be surely overwhelmed by the dramatic changes that occurred to 
the Christian church in span of that mere 100 years. 
    There was a church publication, to which I subscribe which started at the 
beginning of the 20th century. The title appropriately is The Christian Century. The 
magazine is so named because the 20th century was supposed to be the “most 
Christian of all centuries.” It was believed that, at least here in this nation, during 
that particular century, the church would at last capture the world and usher in 
the kingdom of God. The world was to be ours in the 20th century…. 
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    Do I see some heads shaking in wonder and disappointment? How different 
that century ended for Christians, than what was imagined at the beginning, or 
even half way through. Let me stir a few memories for some of us: 
    Imagine we are again in the sixth grade and we are excited because we are 
being taken to the city auditorium with all of the other students in our school. We 
are going to see the Passion Play. By special arrangement, the children in all the 
city schools are being taken, school by school - one each on one day a week - to 
see a play about Holy Week. A violation of the separation of church and state? 
Not in the late 1950’s… It was simply an example of the once predominantly 
Christian influence over American life. 
    Another memory…  It is the Friday after Thanksgiving Day when the two high 
schools in town meet each other for the biggest football game of the year. 
Everyone from both high schools gathers at the auditorium of the school that’s 
hosting the game that year on the morning before the game. After one of the 
principals reads the scripture, a selected clergyman offers a post-thanksgiving 
message. Teachers are sitting right there with the students – hands folded and 
heads bowed as the two football coaches each offered a prayer…. 
    How about another memory…Volunteering to present the devotions to the 
entire high school over the P.A. system while everyone was in home room…. 
Remember the daily announcements about the club meetings and sports events – 
they were followed by the pledge of allegiance, a short devotional and a prayer…. 
During those days it really did feel like “the Christian Century” and all of us as 
Christians took it for granted. 
    My, my how things have changed! A couple of conversations I heard recently 
give some proof: 
    Conversation # 1: “It’s more fun to be a Roman Catholic in Philadelphia than 
here at school,” she said. “Why do you say that?” came the reply. “Well there we 
have lots of Catholics – just about everybody is Catholic in Philadelphia. But here 
if you say, “I’m a Catholic’ they will make fun of you or make a snide remark about 
birth control or the pope or something.” “At home you don’t hear such remarks, 
but here at the university – being Catholic is like being a member of a persecuted 
minority.” 
    Conversation # 2: “So she says to me, ‘Just because you are a Christian, doesn’t 
make you better than everybody else. Christians killed people in the crusades, you 
know. In fact, religion is the cause of most of the world’s problems – just look at 
the mess in the mid-East.” “So I said, ‘hey, wait a minute! I didn’t say I was better 
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than anybody; I just said I was a Christian. A Christian isn’t someone who thinks 
they are better than everybody – A Christian is just trying to follow Jesus….” 
    Just a few short years ago we would not have overheard such conversations. 
There is a sense now in North America, that to admit being a Christian, and to 
attend church is odd. We practicing Christians seem to be swimming against the 
stream; we are now the “different ones.” 
    When you left for church this morning, did you notice a good number of your 
neighbors leaving the same time to attend church?   Probably not! Oh, they may 
have been leaving the neighborhood, but it is unlikely if was to attend church … 
The golf course, the mall, the grocery store, Barnes and Noble Book Store and 
coffee shop – these are the places that now attract the Sunday morning crowds. 
    Yet in the context of this new century and this different culture, Jesus would 
still refer to us as “salt” and “light.” At the beginning of and new century, with an 
entirely new cultural setting, “salt” and “light” take on an even more essential 
importance. 
    Maybe we Christians were not actually called to make the 20th century OUR 
century after all.  Perhaps we were, and are, not actually called to dominate the 
culture in which we find ourselves. Maybe last century we let our faith and our 
culture and our nationalism get so intertwined that we got it all mixed up, and 
thus confused others. 
     Perhaps our vocation – our calling – was always to be simple “salt” and “light.” 
Maybe our calling was to bring a distinctly Christian flavor to our culture – to be 
“in the world, but not of the world.”  Maybe our calling was to let even what may 
have been the “fragile light of our faith” shine into the darkness around us so that 
others could see in our faces, the warm, inviting glow of the gospel: – the glow - 
not of fiery judgment - but of compassionate, inviting love. 
    A professor was talking to a friend of his who was a scholar of Islamic studies. 
The scholar remarked in their conversation, “It’s odd but the Koran (the holy book 
of Islam) offers no help whatsoever for how one is to behave when a Muslim is in 
a majority, non-Muslim culture.” The Christian professor realized that the reverse 
could have been said of the Christians of the past century. We did not have good 
instructions on how to behave when we were the MAJORITY of that past culture. 
That is because the entire New Testament is written from the MINORITY 
perspective – it is a ‘minority report.’ Those early Christians were the people on 
the margins – on the fringes of society; they had little power or social influence. 
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    Yet, we are to remember the numerous accounts that Jesus told in which what 
the world regards as small, insignificant, marginal - when seen through the 
perspective of God’s kingdom - is actually full of potentially useful power. Jesus 
told us about the one lost coin, the one lost sheep. He drew our attention to the 
potential of a tiny mustard seed that grew and spread its branches to the sky, 
providing shelter for the birds of the air. So thereby did he not convey to us that 
though our call is to perform acts that are seemingly small, they are actually quite 
significant?  Is our call not to work quietly behind the scenes – to work faithfully 
while God provides the growth? 
    I know that many of you are already doing so. When you go to the hospital to 
do your volunteer work, or when you deliver the flowers or a meal to a sick 
member or a neighbor – when you spend some time with a family in Family 
Promise, or prepare lunches for our “Lunch Bunch” program – you don’t show up 
in a gold chariot with the word “Christian” emblazoned on the side. 
   I’ve heard that you slip in privately, and do your work without seeking attention 
or reward. You don’t look different from anyone else. But when you spoke up for 
that homeless family; or when you held the hand of that woman who lost her 
spouse; when you visited that elderly man who sat all alone in the nursing home 
because he has no remaining family or friends - those were the moments when 
you were “salt and light” – when you were an agent of restoration. 
    Jesus has put a great deal of trust in us, making us his “salt and light.” And it’s 
kind of odd, actually – We know he has said that he is ‘the light of the world.’ And 
given his humility and his proclivity for the poor and suffering we could  say he 
was a person who was “the salt of the earth.” 
    Yet, he turns to ordinary, unspectacular people like us and says: “You are salt” 
and “you are light.” Hum … just like him. And by the grace of God – so we are.               
Amen. 
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
   


