Messages from Mountains: Yes, It Does Matter
Matthew 5:13-20

Jesus is still on the mountain side with his followers. He’s just delivered a surprising message about how the world works from God’s perspective. It’s the most unlikely people—the poor in spirit, the meek and the merciful, those who mourn and those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the pure in heart, the peacemakers, and the persecuted—whom God blesses.


And now Jesus surprises his listeners again. Instead of offering generic, third-person descriptions of his followers, Jesus looks into the eyes of those around him and says, “It’s you. It’s you who are my followers.”


He uses two common, everyday images to give them both reassurance and challenge: “You are the salt of the earth. You are the light of the world.”


In Jesus’ day it would have been hard to find anything more important to living than salt. In a dessert climate where there was no refrigeration, salt kept things from going bad. It was used to cleanse wounds and assist with healing. It was a seasoning that added zest to food. In short, salt was essential.


By using this image, Jesus tells his followers that they are essential. Jesus’ message is that these unlikely people are essential to the world. Despite what conventional wisdom might say, Jesus gives them a new sense of identity and purpose. It’s not the rich or the powerful or the politically connected, not the well educated or the religious insiders, not any of those we’d assume are important, necessary, crucial to the world. No, Jesus tells them, it’s you.


And—because of their identity and purpose—their interaction with the world makes a difference. Even if they feel small or insignificant—like a single grain of salt—their impact in the world matters.

Miles Goodwin was a 23-year-old Army veteran on an airplane, returning home to Dallas, Texas. It was June 23, 1970, and he’d just completed a one-year tour of duty in Vietnam.


Goodwin had been warned about the hostility many Americans felt and showed toward returning Vietnam vets. He just wanted to get home without incident.


And so Goodwin sat, in uniform, in a window seat, chain-smoking and avoiding eye contact with his fellow passengers. No one was sitting in the seat next to him, which added to his sense of isolation.

A young girl—not more than ten years old—suddenly appeared in the aisle. She smiled and, without a word, timidly handed Goodwin a magazine. He accepted her offering, her silent “welcome home.” All he could say was, “Thank you.”

Goodwin didn’t see where the girl sat down or with whom she was traveling, because right after accepting the magazine from her, he turned to the window and wept. Her small gesture of compassion was the first he’d experienced in a long time.


In recalling that experience, Goodwin says: “That young girl undoubtedly has no memory of what happened years ago. I like to think of her as having grown up, continuing to touch others and teaching her children to do the same. I know she might have been told to give me the ‘gift’ by her mother. Her father might still have been in Vietnam at that point or maybe he had not survived the war. It doesn’t matter why she gave me the magazine. The important thing is she did.


“Since then, I have followed her example and tried, in different ways for different people, to do the same for them. Like me on that long ago plane ride, they will never know why a stranger took the time to extend a hand. But I know that my attempts since then are all because of that little girl. Her offer of a magazine to a tired, scared, and lonely soldier has echoed throughout my life.”


A small act echoing throughout a life. A grain of salt mattering in the world.

While those early followers try to wrap their heads around what it means for them to be essential like salt, Jesus continues his message. He expands their sense of identity and purpose with the image of light.

In Jesus’ pre-Thomas Edison world, light was important. At a time without street lights or neon signs or bedside lamps, dark was really dark. Light allowed people to see what was right in front of them, as well as to find their way along an unfamiliar path.


Light also carried a spiritual meaning. Earlier in his gospel, Matthew spoke of Jesus by recalling the words of the prophet Isaiah: “the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light.” Those who feel lost or confused or in despair now have a new way, a new understanding, a new hope.


By calling his followers “the light of the world,” Jesus lets them know that they share his identity and purpose. As light, they allow others to see God’s working in the world.

While Mark Roberts served as an associate pastor at First Presbyterian Church of Hollywood, a woman came to the church’s office seeking help. Her desperation was obvious.


“You’ve got to help me,” she told Roberts. “I’m about to be evicted from my apartment. If this happens, I’ll be homeless. I don’t have anywhere to go.”


Roberts asked why she was going to be evicted.

“Because I’m not up to date on my rent,” she explained. “A few weeks ago I lost my job, so I have fallen behind in my payments. But I have a new job. It starts next week. I’ll be able to pay then. But if I’m evicted, I’ll lose my apartment and my security deposit. I don’t know what I’ll do.”


Roberts asked what she’d like him to do for her.


“I’d like you to come and talk to my manager. Maybe you could convince him to let me stay for a couple more days.”


The plan seemed like a shot in the dark to Roberts, but he agreed to give it a try. After calling the woman’s new employer to confirm her story, he drove the woman to her apartment building.

When they arrived, they found the manager. He scowled as the pair approached.

Extending a hand and trying to smile, Roberts said, “Hello. I wonder if I might speak to you for a moment.”


Refusing Robert’s hand, the manager said, “I don’t want to talk to you. She needs to get her stuff out now.”

Roberts gently continued: “I understand your concern, but I’m wondering if we could talk about her situation. I’m one of the pastors at the Hollywood Presbyterian church over there, and I’d like to see if we can work out a situation so this woman can stay here.”


“No way,” the manager insisted. “She hasn’t paid her rent. She needs to leave.”

Roberts tried again: “But she has a job that will start next week, then she can pay.”

“I’ve heard that line before,” the manager said. “You can forget it . . . . Wait a minute! Where did you say you were from?”


“I’m one of the pastors at the Presbyterian church,” Roberts responded, handing him a business card.

“I know about your church,” the manager said in a firm voice as Roberts braced himself for a critical remark. “And I know that your church helps people. A friend of mine was going through a hard time, and you people helped him out.”


“We try,” Roberts said.


“OK,” the manager said in a much kinder voice, “because you’re vouching for her, I’ll let the woman stay. But only until the end of next week. Then she’ll have to pay.”

Roberts said that was great and invited the manager to call if there were any problems.


With that, he turned to say goodbye to the stunned, grateful woman and then climbed back into his car. As he drove back to the church, he began to think he’d seen a miracle. And then he realized that it had happened because of his congregation’s reputation in the community. The congregation’s “light” had mattered.


You are the salt of the earth. You are the light of the world.

Jesus uses those images to describe the identity and purpose of his first followers. And today those descriptions remind us of who we are as followers. They encourage us to trust that what we do is essential and hope giving to our world. They invite us to believe that being salt and light really does matter.


This week I invite you to do something. I invite you to think about times when you’ve been salt and light—times when you’ve made a difference in someone’s life, times when you’ve helped someone else see God in the world. And then I invite you to share one of those examples. Share it with me, with your spouse or partner, with a friend or a neighbor or colleague. And by sharing it, truly claim and celebrate your identity and purpose as a person of faith. Amen.
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