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Isaiah 58:1-12, Matthew 5:13-20 

“Salt and Light” 

Someone once said that in the Bible there is an internal dialogue going on.   (John Buchanan, 

“To Make the World Better”) On the one hand, there are those who define religion as adhering 

to the religious law: which is to say, they hold up as important rituals, praying, fasting, and 

sacrificing.  This is the religion of the temple.  It’s what the Pharisees were all about.  It’s 

sometimes what we’re all about.  And there is a place for it because worship is important.  

Vitally important.  It’s what prepares us for a life of service.  It’s what nourishes us and sustains 

us when the going gets tough.  And it’s also where we come to celebrate and give thanks to 

God for all God has done. 

On the other hand, in the Bible there are those who define religion on the basis of the 

difference it makes in the way we live our lives.  This is a religion that advocates for the poor, 

the weak and the vulnerable.  This is a religion of the streets and marketplaces.  It’s the religion 

of the Old Testament prophets.  This religion of the streets is what we heard last week from the 

prophet Micah, who spoke for God when he told the people to love kindness, walk humbly, and 

do justice.  And it’s the religion we hear again today from the prophet Isaiah who tells us: 

to loose the bonds of injustice,  

to undo the thongs of the yoke,  

to let the oppressed go free,  

and to break every yoke?  

 

Jesus is often seen promoting, and living, this religion of the streets and marketplaces in Luke 

and Matthew’s gospels.  When Jesus tells us to share our bread with the hungry, he’s echoing 

the words of so many Old Testament prophets, including Isaiah, who says: 

7   (Is it not) to share your bread with the hungry,  

          and bring the homeless poor into your house;  

     when you see the naked, to cover them, 

(And then Isaiah reminds us when you do this) 

Then your light shall break forth like the dawn. 

Or as Jesus said so many years later: 



You are the light of the world.  No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but 

on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house.  

Now, sometimes this religion of the streets sits well with people, and sometimes it doesn’t.  

Back in Jesus’ day, it didn’t sit well with the Pharisees.  They grumbled that he was abolishing 

their temple religion.  They grumbled that what he did wasn’t in keeping with the law.  The 

religion of the streets and marketplaces didn’t sit well with them. 

Back in Isaiah’s day, it didn’t sit well with those people, either.  The prophet was writing to 

people who had returned from exile to a city in ruins that needed to be rebuilt.  It was a 

devastating situation, and it didn’t take long before they were fighting among themselves.  But, 

they said, “At least, we can worship and we will fast. We can do this for God.” And they wanted 

God to give them some credit for that, for continuing to worship God even while their city lay in 

ruins, but God wouldn’t: “Why do we fast, but you do not see? (They wanted to know) Why 

humble ourselves, but you do not notice?” they asked God. 

Well, it’s not that God didn’t notice or disliked their worship, it’s just that God calls for a deeper 

understanding of fasting and worship. “Is not this the fast that I choose?” God asks, “To loose 

the bonds of injustice?”  Which is another way of saying, true fasting involves not just 

abstaining from something, but deliberately choosing to do something for God by helping those 

in need.  In other words, right worship should lead to right actions. 

One year during Holy Week, a few Christians from well-endowed congregations in a major 

metropolitan area spent a night on the street with homeless people.  It was a chilly night, and 

rain rolled in close to midnight.  Looking for shelter, the handful of travelers felt fortunate to 

come upon a church holding an all-night prayer vigil.  The leader of the group was a pastor of 

one of the most respected churches in the city.  But as she stepped through the outer doors of 

the church, a security guard stopped her.  She explained that she and the rest of the group 

were Christians.  They had no place to stay and were wet and miserable, and would like to rest 

and pray, she said.  Enticed by the lighted warmth of the sanctuary, she had forgotten that her 

wet, matted hair and disheveled clothing left her looking like just another homeless person 

from the street.  The security guard was friendly, but explained in brutal honesty, “I was hired 

to keep homeless people like you out.”   

Isaiah wouldn’t have been surprised by that comment, but I think he would have been 

disappointed by it; disappointed to hear that thousands of years later, not much had changed.  I 

think Jesus, too, would have been disappointed to learn that the very people who follow him 

and worship him, had failed to live as salt and light in the world.   

In this day and age of churches trying to carefully select words and music and messages that 

will attract crowds, of choosing to offer comfort over challenge, or value survival more than 

courage, Isaiah’s words sound harsh to our ears.  To hear Isaiah’s words and learn that 

sometimes worship should trouble our consciences, is not a popular message because it’s 

pointed and personal.  But as someone once said, “You can’t believe in God without following 



God.  Faith is not simply a matter of being attracted to certain beliefs or a point of view.  It is a 

complete response, a way of life, a self-giving to someone else, a way of being in love.”  

(William Willimon, “What’s Right with the Church”)  

It’s not easy to hear Isaiah’s words, because by and large we are people of the temple religion, 

not this religion of the streets, because the religion of the streets and marketplaces can seem a 

little too pointed, a little too personal.   

Take, for example, Pope Francis.  Everyone loves him when he’s kissing babies and welcoming 

children.  But when he calls “unchecked capitalism” a new tyranny, he’s labeled a Marxist; he’s 

gone too far.  He’s attracted plenty of admiration, but he’s also attracted his fair share of 

controversy.  People are onboard when he embodies God’s love for everyone and talks about 

how we’re all brothers and sisters.  But when he suggests ways we might actually live as 

brothers and sisters, not everyone is a fan.  Now, in defense of the pope, he’s not the first pope 

to be a champion for economic justice, but he does speak of the issue in a down to earth way 

that people understand and respond to accordingly.  And he does seem to say through his 

actions, that the church should, shall we say, stop looking in the mirror and instead look out the 

windows.   

And that’s not an easy message to hear, for Catholics or Protestants, for that matter.  Because, 

looking out the window at the world, and then actually walking through the door and being the 

church in the world, is (as I said last week) a very public thing to do, and sometimes the church 

does that well, and sometimes it doesn’t.  Sometimes we get it wrong.  Sometimes we say and 

do the wrong thing all in the name of Jesus Christ. 

But that doesn’t mean we should stop looking out the window or walking through the door and 

return to the mirror.  If anything, it means those of us who are thoughtful and humble and 

willing to engage in dialogue and ask forgiveness when we do get it wrong, should speak up 

more.  I’ve said it before but it’s worth saying again, that if we don’t speak up and let our voice 

as thoughtful Christians be heard, we are allowing others to speak for us.  And I think that’s a 

shame. 

And it’s one of the reasons I keep speaking up, even when I know it’s not always a popular thing 

to do, and I know I don’t always do it well and have been known to get it wrong.   

Because there are countless people in this community and beyond, who have never met the 

God Jesus introduces us to –  

o a God who seeks the lost  
o and tends the broken,  
o a God who puts mercy ahead of law,  
o and compassion before custom,  
o a God who forgives sinners and  
o welcomes all people to the table.   



 

This God who Jesus introduces us to matters.  In a world that is increasingly divisive and 

fractious, in a world in which the church is increasingly viewed as hateful and homophobic, this 

God-who is none of those things- this God who Jesus introduces us to matters and needs to be 

known.   

People need to know that God imagines, and wants us to work for a world free of the tyranny, 

poverty, loneliness and greed that hold it captive.   

People need to know that God imagines, and wants us to work for a world free of the 

ignorance, arrogance and indifference that suffocates hope.   

People need to know that God imagines, and wants us to work for a world where the hungry 

are fed and the poor satisfied.   

People need to know that God imagines, and wants us to work for a world governed by an urge 

for compassion rather than a will to power.   

People to know that this is what God imagines and wants us to work for because this is what 

God expects from us.  God expects us to be salt and light. 

I recently came across a story as told by another pastor of a time when he was seventeen years 

old, walking from his home to the high school. It was an early November morning, and he was 

on his to the school to meet the bus that would take his cross country team to State College for 

the Pennsylvania State cross-country meet. His team was favored to win the state 

championship. He writes, “I was excited, nervous, and cold. It was a bitterly cold morning, 

snowing hard with several inches already on the ground. At the foot of the wooden footbridge 

over the vast railroad yard that divided the city in two, I saw a little boy, maybe five or six years 

old. He was just standing there by the bridge, shivering. What I remember is that he had no 

gloves on and he was very cold and it was 7:00 in the morning and his nose was running a lot. I 

didn’t know what to do. I didn’t have any money. Even if I did, I don’t know what he would have 

done with it. So I pulled out my handkerchief and wiped his nose and left him there standing at 

the foot of the bridge.” 

Fifty years later, he said, “I think about him a lot. I wonder what ever became of him. Why 

couldn’t I have done more? Why didn’t I . . .? 

I don’t presume that God put him there for me to wipe his nose, but I have come to believe that 

God used him to touch my heart, to teach me that religion is more than a lot of beliefs; that 

Christianity, if it makes any sense at all, is not about how precisely we memorize the creed or 

how long and ardently we can pray, but what we do about a little boy shivering in the cold at 

the foot of the bridge.”  (John Buchanan, “To Make the World Better”) 

Pope Francis named himself after Francis of Assisi – a man who gave away everything he had to 

the poor, a man who walked unarmed into a Muslim army in the Holy Land in hopes of stopping 



a war;  a  man who inspired million to lives of love and sacrifice for others.  The story is told that 

one day a new friar wanted to go out “preaching” with Francis.  They went around all day 

helping people in trouble.  At the end of the day, the young man protested that he had learned 

nothing about preaching.  Francis said, “You should preach the gospel at all times.  Only use 

words when absolutely necessary.” 

You are salt and light, Jesus said.  So go.   

Go out into the world to salt it with the gospel.  Scatter yourselves lovingly and liberally that the 

world may know the generous spirit of God.  Fling yourselves courageously into the places that 

have been dulled by darkness and death that the world may be surprised by the new life God 

brings. 

 Amen. 

 

 

 


