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Matthew 5: 13 "You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be
restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot. 14 "You
are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. 15 No one after lighting a lamp
putsit under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16 In
the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give
glory to your Father in heaven.” (NRSV)

Do any of you remember a time when going out to eat was a treat, a fancy affair, a rare
occasion that was intended to be savored? Outside of fish camps alongside Lake Sinclair and
later Oconee and BBQ at Bonners in Madison, we did not go out to eat often. Nowadays we go
out to eat all the time, so there is not much special to it. There are times Amy and I just want a
no-frills meal: meat, potatoes and vegetables — nothing fancy.

That is the kind of message I have this morning. I do not have heaping spoonfuls of
insightful theology or revolutionizing spirituality. This is a meat and potato sermon series on
“Letting Your Light Shine.”

We have read and heard the text this morning where Jesus addresses followers, admirers
and skeptics. To a society that is decidedly self-absorbed with a pervasive mentality of “me-
first” and personal rights, Jesus’ declarative this morning is patently counter-cultural. It is the
call to rise above mediocrity and live beyond the self. Jesus announces that the era of bland faith
is over.

He gives to his followers three words to shake us from mediocrity and terminal
narcissism. There are three things others should see in us.

1. Salt of the Earth

We are confused about salt nowadays. From every corner we are told that most of us eat
way too much salt in our diets. On the other hand, we are encouraged by cooking shows and
chefs to invest in things like sea salt and gourmet salt. Yesterday Amy and I were in “Plum
Pudding,” a kitchen store in Aiken, and saw where they were selling gourmet salt for $5 a pound.
Of course whether we need less salt or more expensive salt we all know that we need salt. Salt
makes a difference.

When Jesus spoke of salt his hearers understood that this was more than just a seasoning
illustration — “a little salt makes things taste better.” In ancient days and days not so long ago salt
was a preservative.

In order to be the salt of the earth and make a difference then we need to preserve the
faith by enriching our lives. That is, we are to be a teaching church and a learning
congregation. We are to dig deeper into our wells of faith and become students once again of
Holy Scripture, Christian history, and theology in practice.

This means moving beyond simply admirers of the Bible. Every member of this body of
faith should be involved in a Bible study. From the high chair to the rocking chair we have a



Bible study for you on Sunday morning. There are also Bible study groups meeting throughout
the week, including one I teach most every Wednesday night. There is no excuse not to be a part.

Not only are we to be a teaching congregation but we are to be a learning congregation as
well. The community in which we live, work and worship has things to teach us.

Just thinking out loud for a moment, why not ask the question, “What is God wanting us
to be or become in light of the needs around us?” You see, this is a spiritual day and age — it
really is — and folks are hungry for more than mediocrity.

2. Light of the World

We are not to be confused and assume that we are the source of the light, but that Christ
is in us and through us (““...I am the light of the world...” John 8:12). Therefore draw close to
the Light of Christ by fellowship and worship.

We are to be a compassionate church, whose doors are open to all.

This requires asking the question: “Who is not welcome here?”” Be honest when you
answer. The truth is churches have rightfully at times been accused of being unwelcoming
places. In the house of God populated by sinners we have no right to say that some are
unwelcome. All who come here earnestly seeking a relationship with Christ are welcome.

May we be found worthy to be accused of the same thing the Pharisees accused Jesus:
Luke 15:2 ... "This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them."

Of course fellowship also means we should celebrate more! People ought to look to us
and say, “There goes a group of people who know how to have a good time.” That’s being the
light of the world!

Some of you may not realize but the best meal in town is served every Wednesday night
right here at FBC. I would like to encourage you to be a part of our Family Night Suppers on
Wednesday night because along with great food there is great fellowship.

You see fellowship and worship are kindred spirits of the expression of faith. The
kingdom of God, I am convinced, is a party. We are to be a worshipping church where God is
alive and changing lives.

3. Shine Before Others

We must be a sending church, where the sanctuary becomes the launching pad.

I am sure it cannot be said enough: church is not an end to the journey with God. It is a
part, albeit an important part, but Christ did not come to this earth so that we might build bigger
facilities. Christ came so that we might build better lives.

Church is not a place; we are a people.
Church is not about program participation; church is about passionate purpose.
It is tough for our light to shine. People cannot see the city for the smog. What has

happened is that the church — ours and others — has slipped into irrelevance. We have not been
connecting. The music means little to so many because few have a heritage in our songs of



faith...the Bible is not believed and therefore is not trusted...and preachers use too many words
and hide behind the pulpit instead of stepping from it!

Dr. Rob Nash, a dean and professor at Shorter College as well as a personal friend of
mine, once shared with me the story of leading a group of students in China. As they were taking
a day away from their classroom studies they toured around the Great Wall. They were
surrounded by Buddhist temples and shrines where countless Chinese were ascending and
descending the steps for worship and prayer. They too went up to “sightsee” at one of the
temples. The steps they climbed were called “stairs to heaven.” One of the students began to
weep. “Why are you weeping?” asked Rob. She said, “There is so much spiritual darkness...it is
all so sad.” Rob said to her, “Do not weep for these countless souls who are climbing stairs to
worship. At least they are trying to find God. Weep for downtown Rome, GA, weep for Atlanta,
weep for the those in our own country who are not climbing any stairs to know God.”

We, too, weep for Augusta and Richmond County, Columbia County and our region,
because there are so many who cannot see the light, who do not see the city that Jesus dreams of
— the city on the hill that cannot be hidden. Let our light shine!

I would like to encourage you to visit our church’s website to get a general idea of some
of the ways we are sending people out to serve — from stocking our food pantry, to providing
hurricane relief on the Gulf, to visiting the homebound, we are a church on the move.

To be salt and light and to shine forth does not mean you must go and quit your job, get
ordained in the ministry and take a “church job.” It means that for many of us, most of us, we
must revision our life and view our place in this world differently. Here is what I see:

I see a people of leaders who take seriously their role in this region in transformative
relationships.

I see a people who will lead this region in example, in teaching, instruction, and mission.
I see a people who will lead others into an authentic, sincere relationship with Jesus.

I see a people leading our region to a place where All are Welcome and No One is Left
Behind.

I see a people leading our region to a place where Hungry Souls are filled.

I see a people leading our region to a place where you go to learn about Jesus, to
encounter Jesus, to walk like Jesus.

I see a people leading our region to a place where God is Alive and Changing Lives.

Let’s not make the mistake in thinking that this text of Jesus and this message this
morning is about how to be better church members. No, this is about how to embrace the vision
Jesus has for you and me. We were created for more than just this life we are leading. You and I
have a place, a calling, a claim to be vessel of transformative change — Salt; Light; Shine!

To dwell, to work and worship as shining lights is not about drawing attention to
ourselves or our actions. That would be arrogance. It is to acknowledge that in Christ we have
found a home, a dwelling place, a familiar space. In Jesus we abide, we dwell, we most fully
live. It is also in Christ we long for others to know.

When I was a child, maybe nine or ten years old, I was down at the dairy barn with my
grandfather one rainy winter afternoon. My granddaddy smoked Salem cigarettes one after
another, and I always thought he made smoking look manly. So I asked him on this particular
afternoon, “Papa, would you let me try one of those?”” He said, “Sure, but while you are at it why



don’t you start out with some chewing tobacco. Now I know this is not the Baptist or Methodist
way of influencing a child, but my granddaddy was a practicing farmer and they have their own
set of rules! And so one of the teenagers helping us milk produced a plug of Cannon Ball
chewing tobacco and cut me off a wad. Well I chewed the tobacco, savoring its sweet and dark
taste. Afterwards my grandfather, true to his word, handed me a cigarette and lit it for me. I
puffed and puffed, feeling just like a man. But then...and by now you see where I am going with
this...I felt as though I needed a rest so I swayed and weaved up to the house, my grandmother’s
house, and rested a while at the kitchen table. I had not been in the house one minute before my
grandmother saw that something was up. “Have you been smoking?” she asked. Without any
shame I squealed on my grandfather, “Papa gave me a cigarette.” She had a look on her face that
years later I would come to understand as the look of any wife who has tried so hard to help their
men better themselves and have resigned themselves to failure. “Anyway,” I continued, “how

did you know I smoked a cigarette?” “I saw it in your face,” she said.

It is amazing what others can see in your face. Some radiate joy and infectious
enthusiasm. Others communicate despondency and hopelessness. What do others see in your
face? If we were to take a picture of all of us here in worship this morning what would others
see? Would they see polite attentiveness, pleasant grogginess, or sheer boredom? Would they see
a face that is hiding something — shame, humiliation or maybe doubt?

What if...what if when we leave here we have a different kind of face than the one we
wore coming in? What if...what if others saw within us a light, a sparkle, a twinkle, a blaze that
testifies God is doing something marvelous among us? “To let our light shine” is to accept that
we are noticed and watched. What are “they” seeing?

Let your light shine — that others see Jesus in you.

The Scripture quotations contained herein are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright, 1989, by the Division of
Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
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