GPP Reflection for 9 February 2020 at St Andrew’s
Readings:   CtW Psalm 112,  Isaiah 58: 1 – 12,  1 Corinthians 2: 3 – 6, 13 – 16,   Matthew 5: 13-20 
Before Reflection:  sing ‘As a fire is meant for burning’   

Reflection:    SIGNS OF ONENESS

   -  You are salt and light – and God’s image

   -   every day live to God’s delight

   -  Find the love and energy in the Spirit

The church is meant for mission. May we be signs of oneness.   By our gentle loving actions we will show that Christ is light.  May we reflect the radiance of God.   -  All gems of language from the song we have just sung that illuminate the meaning of the readings we heard this morning.
The reading today from Matthew’s Gospel was about salt and light.   Jesus often used familiar things to teach people about God.   But did you notice that Jesus said  ‘you are salt and light’, not ‘you should be like salt and light’ but ‘you are’.    That is a powerful metaphor and a powerful message to us.     Jesus told those who listened to him “You ARE salt and light”. 
People were perhaps more aware of the significance of both salt and light in the time when Jesus was on earth than we may be today.   Although we are often told these days to restrict our intake of salt, we all still need some salt in our diet.    It is necessary for life.      What are the other benefits of salt that might help us understand what Jesus was saying?
Firstly, salt used to be widely used as a preservative – if you wanted to keep food safe to eat you preserved it in salt.    In the ancient world, and still in parts of our world today, the only way to preserve meat and fish was to rub salt into it.      The fishermen friends of Jesus did not have an ice box.    They knew that the only way to get their fish to market without it going off, was to pack it between layers of salt.    The salt preserved it.     Preservation is one of the characteristics of salt for us to think about.  If we are salt, we are to preserve, and to help keep safe, the things worth keeping.    

We are also to be like salt when it is used for enhancing taste and flavour – a  second attribute.   We are to enhance the flavour of life – because the Spirit of God can enhance life through us.       When Jesus talked about salt losing its flavour, that may be hard for us to comprehend, because our experience of salt is that is always salty.     However, when people gathered the white powder from around the Dead Sea, it was a mixture of salt and dust.     When they tried to wash away the dust with water, it was often the salt that washed away and they were left with something that did not taste like salt at all.      Other chemicals in the Dead Sea could also change the flavour of salt over time.   The flavour of salt can be changed by other things added to it but salt itself also changes and enhances the flavour of foods to which it is added.
A third attribute of salt is that it has also been used as an antiseptic, purifying other things.

We are to keep pure the sacred gift of life we have.

Another important aspect of salt is about value and worth.    Have you ever realised, if you have been paid a salary, the word ‘salary’ comes from salt?    In the ancient world salt was very valuable and there was a time when soldiers and servants were paid with small bags of salt – giving us the origin of the word ‘salary’.   Also, in a world where slavery was a normal part of society, if someone paid for a slave who turned out to be lazy or useless, he would be described as ‘not worth his salt’   - a phrase we still hear today, but its origin may give us greater insight.

Salt was in fact a vital and large part of the world economy for hundreds of years.  Did you know that Salzburg was the salt trading capital of Europe and many castles were built along the banks of the Danube River expressly for controlling and taxing the passage of cargoes of salt going down the river?

When Jesus said “you are salt”  he knew his hearers would understand that he meant 
“preserve and keep the good things, flavour the world with God’s way of living, purify the world, and you are valuable, worth much to God.”

Light also had greater significance than we think about today, for the people who listened to Jesus.    Many of us do not think much about what we are doing when we turn on a switch to light up a room or a particular space.  We just move the switch but probably rarely think about how the electricity has been created and transported to where we are, and how moving a switch makes a connection with the source of power.   We can move from room to room and there will be a new light to transform any dark space.  However, when people’s lives were governed by the rising and setting of the sun, when there were only candles or oil lamps to give light at other times or in dark spaces, they were much more conscious of the power of light.    Moreover, when you did use a lamp, it was really important to put it in the place where it would give the most light.    So what may seem to us a very silly idea – of putting a light under something – was Jesus’ way of making a strong point, a humorous point, so that people would remember.     
Light is needed to reveal, to illuminate, to chase away the darkness and fear.      So when Jesus said “you are the light” he included in that one phrase   “be seen, conquer darkness, be a guide, and bring life”.   We think about Jesus as the Light of the World but he said that we too are the light for others.
But how can we truly be salt and light?     It is about our influence in the world – what other people see of us.   Isaiah 58 gave us some clues about how to be salt and light in the world.   Do you recall the images that Isaiah used?   Reaching out in love is what Isaiah’s message was about.    He conveyed to the people of Israel that they needed to live in such a way that there would be justice and fairness for all.            That was also the message of Jesus.  Jesus taught his disciples to live God’s way – that is what the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew’s Gospel chapters 5 to 7, is all about.      Jesus told his followers to bring light into the darkness, to become agents of change in the world, to do what Isaiah said:  things like feeding the hungry, and providing clothing and shelter for those who need it .     We are expected to be salt and light within the faith community, the people of God we are part of, and beyond, in the community in which we live.      

Yet there is a paradox here.    Jesus said ‘you are both salt and light’.     Salt needs to be mixed in to preserve or flavour.  Light needs to stand apart.     So what are we supposed to do?   Mix in or stand apart?     Let me suggest to you that it is both.   The image on the front of the service sheet gives us a clue.
Salt needs to be thoroughly mixed in to preserve or flavour.   The impact we have upon those who do not share our faith or background, will be determined by the contact we have with them.   If we keep ourselves separate from them, we cannot possibly influence the flavour of our society.      We need to be totally involved in the community – which is why Jesus prayed “Father, I do not ask you to take my followers out of the world, but keep them safe in it.”

Light, however, needs to be separate from the darkness to be visible.  It shines out from the darkness and brings light into it.    We put street lights up on a pole, a lamp post, so that the light will spread as far as possible.   I drove past the stadium in Hamilton recently and realised that there are huge banks of lights on metal stands way up in the sky – so that rugby and cricket can be played at night and not only will the players be able to see what they are doing but so will the crowd.    Our Christian faith is meant to be seen like that, to be visible to others.  In Matthew 5:16 Jesus is recorded as saying that his followers will be visible by the good that they do.      In a world that is self-seeking, we are to be unselfish; conspicuous by acts of kindness and service to others.    The fact that we care, will make us visible.   The concept of self-denial is at the heart of the Christian faith.  It makes a fundamental difference between those who are followers of Jesus and those who are not.    They can be as different as light and dark.     The difference is to be seen in our everyday activities and contact with others, whether that is the way we speak to people, the way we work with others, the way we play a game.   I remember how shocked I was when I watched someone who was a preacher and a leader in the church playing monopoly with his family.   He got very upset when he didn’t win and angrily stormed out of the room.   I wanted to shout “it’s just a game” - but even in playing games we show whether we are truly being light and visibly honouring God in all that we do.   
You are a congregation that comes together to worship God, but you are also salt and light for the wider community.    I encourage you to keep thinking about how you allow the Spirit of God to be salt and light through you, both as individuals and as the church in this place?     May I encourage you to continue to consider how you can most effectively mix with the wider community and show the light of God to them?    Will you accept the challenge to think beyond just your needs to the needs of the wider community?    How can you best be salt and light to those around you, in the power of God’s Spirit?   I hope that is a question you will ask yourself every day.   Remember what Paul wrote to the Christians in Corinth: your faith does not rest on human wisdom but on God’s power.
Life that is abundant and fulfilled comes from Christ.  He is the light of the world.    We are to show his light to others.      We can make a difference in the world if we live as salt and light.   The flavour of the life of God can filter through you to others.   God’s light can shine through you.    You are made in the image of God.     Go and show that image to others.  
You are salt and light. Go to make a difference and God will be with you. If you prayerfully offer yourselves, heart and mind, to God every day, you will find the love and energy you need to live God’s way, through the Spirit of God.  God bless you.  Amen. 
May the words the choir sings be your response to God.
The choir sings:      AA 36   Every day I will offer you        

