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“The Light of the World” — Feb. 5, 2017
Isaiah 585 Is such the fast that I choose, a day to humble oneself?
Is it to bow down the head like a bulrush, and to lie in sackcloth and ashes?
    Will you call this a fast, a day acceptable to the Lord? 
6 Is not THIS the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? 

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 not to hide yourself from your own kin? 

8 Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up quickly;
your vindicator shall go before you. . . .  9 You shall call, and the Lord will answer; you shall cry for help, and he will say, Here I am. 
If you remove the yoke from among you, the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil, 
10 if you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the afflicted,
then your light shall rise in the darkness, and your gloom [shall lift]. 

11 The Lord will guide you continually, and satisfy your needs in parched places, and you shall be like a watered garden, like [an unfailing] spring.


Matt 5:13–16
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 hidden.

15No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16In 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.


These texts are in agreement, although they come at it from a different direction. Isaiah stresses what we should do. Jesus in Matthew stresses what we should be, but they converge when it comes to good works. 

Before exploring that, I want to illuminate what Isaiah is doing. He starts with a religious practice his listeners know well—fasting—has God say “Is not this the fast that I choose,” and talks about stopping injustice, letting the oppressed go free, housing the homeless (58:5–7)—everything but fasting. In fact, he makes fun of the bowing of the head and lying in sackcloth and ashes, traditionally associated with fasting. The so-called fast that God wants refers the values, ethics, decency and kindness God wants. He is directing them away from vain and showy ritual practices. This is like those passages that use a sacrificial image, but actually call for something other than sacrifices, as in Psalm 141: “Let my prayer be counted as . . . an evening sacrifice.” Here prayer is functioning as a sacrifice, and in place of sacrifice.

Fasting was a common religious practice that Isaiah simply used as a point of entry. He really wants to talk about righteous deeds. 

But I would say that righteous deeds require righteous character. And that is the angle from which Jesus approaches the subject. Jesus talks about what we are, if we are to do good deeds. We must be the light of the world, and then we can shine with truth and goodness. We are to be the salt of the earth, and then we can be tasty, so to speak. 

What is this shining? The image of shining or illumination usually refers to the revealing of truth, which dispels darkness, that is, confusion and ignorance. But shining also indicates love sharing, as of faces that shine with love. There is an infectious love that reaches others, that cheers them up, gives them a real spiritual lift. 

Now, a light is more effective when it is mobile. A fixed light is good for some things, but if you can carry the light around with you, it will illuminate more dark corners, and shine where it needs to shine. So, also, if you are active and mobile with your light, you can be more effective than if you are passive or fixed.

The image of saltiness is a fascinating one. If we are salty, we are spicing up life. We are seasoning in the midst of society. If we are illuminating and salty, then we are truthful and interesting.

And society needs a spiritual seasoning. Without it, society becomes flat, tedious, and endlessly confrontational. It can become so mechanized, work can become so regimented, competition can become so heartless and cruel, that we feel trapped, overwhelmed by waves of irritation or hopelessness. We may lose our savor, we may forget the salt—the originality and freedom—that makes life interesting.

So Jesus starts with a high-minded description of what he thinks we can be. The sayings “You are the light of the world” and “you are the salt of the earth” precede the result—that others “may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven” (Matt 5:16).

Isaiah starts with exhortation to do good, and ends with promises about what we shall be: “a watered garden” or an unfailing spring (58:11). Jesus starts with the declaration that we are light and salt, are truth bringers and life seasoners, and he ends with the promise that our good works will lead others to praise the Father in heaven.

Jesus seems to be saying that we have to first be transformed, before we can have a good effect. Isaiah was saying we have to have a good effect, and then we will be transformed. But really, if one has done good, then one has already experienced some inward transformation, and that is what Jesus assumes right from the start. This passage follows the beatitudes, where he reassures those who are merciful, who are pure in heart, and those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, which hopefully is all of us. 

If we desire goodness, Jesus promises we will be transformed. The second half of each of those beatitudes promises we will receive mercy, or we will see God, or will be filled with truth. If we have had that experience, even if it is not spectacular or ecstatic, then we’ve had a transformational experience. And we can come to realize that we are the light of the world. We are the salt that seasons society and makes it tasty. If we have been transformed, then we are the ones who embody hope for a sometimes desperate world.

Now, I don’t want to set being and doing against each other in a rigid way, because doing and being are reciprocal. Doing good helps you to be good, and being good leads to doing good. Still, it is true that you need to be good before you can really do good in a pure and unselfish way. There were some Christian missionaries many years ago in China. They meant well, but their endeavors kept going awry. One was a very ardent Christian, but his teaching was very literal-minded and rigid, and before long his Chinese students formed into factions and were quarrelling, one faction saying that God was a Father, another faction arguing that God was a mighty Lord full of wrath and power, and a third faction insisting that God was a building foundation, or possibly a solid rock. Another missionary tried to get everyone to memorize passages of the Bible, but no one was actually practicing its teachings. Finally, one of the missionaries noticed that the Chinese converts were happiest and most cheerful during meal times, and by watching very closely, he noticed that the person who served them the food was very kind and considerate and an excellent listener, and he realized that the people were learning the true lesson about Jesus from the servant. The servant was embodying the teachings in a way that the teachers were not.

BE the transformation you want to see happen. Jesus said, “Either make the tree good, and its fruit good; or make the tree bad, and its fruit bad; for the tree is known by its fruit” (Matt 12:33). He is saying that, for the fruit to be good, the tree needs to be good. And notice how he puts the responsibility on us: “make the tree good.” Others will judge us by our actions, by our fruit, but it is our job to enable good fruit by first making the tree good.

So, take a look at your tree. Is it made unhealthy by focusing on rivalries, by nursing resentments? Is it made unhappy by worry or fear? Is it made sad by a feeling of abandonment? Then you need to work on your tree, perhaps to tweak it. Ask God to work on you. Seek therapy if you need it; there is no shame in that; I have done it. It can assist in the healthy-making process.

And so, first make the tree good. Let’s get God shining around inside of us. Then we’ll be fit to undertake new service projects, to serve the poor. I hope we can do that. That would be better than fasting in sackcloth and ashes.

To summarize: BE the change you want to see. And embody Christ in your living.

