SERMON: SALT AND LIGHT   -   9 February 2020  -  Mrs Linda West LLM
Readings: 1 Corinthians 2.1-12, page 1145 Pew Bible;   Matthew 5.13-20, page 969 Pew Bible
Aim: To bring out the importance of Christians providing light and seasoning in a broken world
Every decade we start with great optimism that this decade will be better than previous ones and that we will look back on it with great fondness.  But here we are on the 6th Sunday of the 2020s with the world looking very bleak.  Fires are still raging in Australia, the coronavirus seems to be spreading fast, there has been a terrorist attack in London and the war still rages on in Syria.  Climate change is becoming an ever more worrying issue.  And, on the personal front, many of us have already heard of serious illnesses or deaths of loved ones.  Not exactly the start to the swinging 20s we were hoping for.
So is there anything we can do about it all, apart from giving up in despair?  What does Jesus have to say about how we, as Christians, are to react to the problems of this world?  
In our gospel reading this morning, he makes clear that we, as his disciples, are to be the light and salt of the world.  But can our little bit really make a difference?  
With faith, it can.  So let’s examine how we use salt and light in our world to see if we can find out how.  
Our most common use of salt is for seasoning – and we all know that a little goes a very long way; one turn of this salt mill will be more than enough to season a good-sized casserole.  So, Jesus is saying, the very small things we do for others and for him will affect far more people, and have a much greater influence on the state of the world, than we can imagine.  
We may not be able to stop the terrorist single-handed and feel helpless to do anything about the fires in Australia or the spread of the coronavirus, but we do have at our disposal the greatest thing of all that can help, namely prayer.  
On the practical level, we may not be able to deal with climate change on our own, but every time we change from using plastic to something which is bio-degradable we are adding our little bit of salt to help change things for future generations.
We can also use salt for cleaning wounds and bringing about healing.  It is a purifier.  As individuals we need to look at our lives as Christians and see if there are any areas where God would have us clean out wounds and restore healing, or purify our own lives.  
It may be that we need to go to someone and say sorry and restore a relationship, or there may be things we do which are not beneficial to our Christian lives.  Paul in his letter to the Philippians (4.8) commends us to think in this way: Whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable - if anything is excellent or praiseworthy – think about such things.  When we act and think in this way, we will become salt that cleans, heals and purifies.
The other thing we use salt for is melting ice.  It’s been a fairly mild winter so far, but when it has been frosty it’s been a comfort to find someone has put down salt in car parks to stop us slipping over, especially those of us who are not quite as steady on our feet as we used to be.  
In our Christian lives we can melt ice by helping break down barriers of prejudice and helping those who are normally the outcasts of society.  We can speak out about the injustices of the world and lobby politicians to make fair and just decisions so that there is more equality in the world.  
My salt mill got stuck at the back of the cupboard and I suspect it has lost its saltiness – but don’t worry church cleaners, I’m not going to spread it round the church to get trampled into the carpet!  But what is Jesus talking about in his statement at the beginning of our gospel passage?  
He is actually having a go at the scribes and Pharisees who outwardly observed all the laws of the Jewish scriptures and were very pious, but had lost sight of the fact that the reason for those laws was to help people live as God intended, showing his love to others.  
So here’s the challenge for us.  Have we lost our saltiness?  Are we still as on fire for Jesus and wanting to show his love as the day we first came to believe?  If not, what are we going to do about it?  Well, you’ve all heard sufficient sermons from me to know what I’m going to say, so perhaps you would like to shout it out?
Spend time with Jesus each day, read our Bibles regularly, pray for guidance and worship regularly..
And then we come to light.
Our main use of light is to illuminate things, to make them clearer when the natural light is dim.  As Christians we are here to illuminate others’ lives.  It may be with something as simple as a smile, a helping hand, an act of kindness, a phone call or sharing a meal.  Or to be a good listener or to be able to help someone to see the beauty around them.
Living where we do we definitely need one of these when we walk about the streets at night (hold up small torch).  This is only a small torch but it is sufficiently bright for me to find my way through the potholes in the pavements and roads to reach the church or the shops in safety.  It guides my way.  And we need the light of Jesus to guide our daily lives. 
In the same way, we are called upon to give the light of Jesus to others and to guide them on their way, particularly when things seem bleak.  This does not mean being busybodies forcing the gospel down their throats, but rather offering friendship and, when we feel the time is right, perhaps inviting them to church or courses such as Christianity Explored, or telling them how Jesus really can help in their situation.
We are blessed to live in an age when new sources of light and its uses have been found.  Lasers have transformed some aspects of our lives, enabling skilled workers to cut very accurately through materials to make precision equipment, for us to be able to hear music on CDs very clearly without the clicks and pops found on old gramophone records (though I’m showing my age as everything seems to be streamed nowadays).  And, perhaps most usefully, they have  transformed surgery, enabling skilled surgeons to remove scarred or cancerous tissue with great accuracy.  
But we don’t walk round with lasers, so what use are they for our Christian life?  Well, we can use instant, laser-like beams to God to ask for his help in situations where we need a bit of quick guidance, and he will reply with equally laser-like answers.
As Christians we have received God’s Spirit so it is him who guides us and helps us to know how to live, what to do in difficult situations, and helps us to understand better who God is and what he wants of us.
Jesus tells us not just to show a little light like the small wattage in my torch, but to put our lamps on stands so they can be seen.  Perhaps more like the comparison between the few feet my torch lights up and the light given by the beam of a lighthouse which can be seen far across the ocean.
We are not to be afraid of letting our faith in Jesus be seen, but to shine for him.  Easy to say, but more difficult to do.  So what is our main source of help? 
Paul in the passage that Angus read for us says: The Spirit searches all things even the deep things of God.  For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man’s spirit within him?  In the same way no-one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God.  We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us.
So with God’s spirit within us, we will be able to turn to Him to find out how he wants us to act in any situation.  
And we have a great advantage over the scribes and Pharisees who didn’t quite come up to the mark.  They only had what we now know as the Old Testament; but we have the benefit of all the wisdom written in the New Testament as well.  That does not mean we should ignore the Old Testament – Jesus says that it all still applies, he came to fulfil it.  And armed with all the knowledge we have from it, we can go out and be salt and light in the world for him.  
As we go out into the week ahead may His Spirit help us to season the world with his love, and shine out for him in all circumstances.
Amen
(11 mins)
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