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A cartoon in the New Yorker magazine reflects the times in which we live ... two middle aged, well-groomed men are sitting together in a prison cell. One turns to the other, “All along I felt that our level of corruption fell well within our community standards.”   Can’t blame them for being confused, can we? Or another ... the company president announces to the Board of Directors, “Gentlemen, this year the gimmick is honesty!”  Across the table the VP gasps, “Brilliant!”   But someone else whispers, “But so risky!”
   
I don’t think anyone could argue with the idea that Christianity and even fundamental morality is under attack in our culture.  The children of this world are in conflict with the children of light. I grew up in a village where one had to be sure his gas tank was full and the refrigerator well-stocked on Saturday night because on Sunday no merchant would be bold enough to open his place of business.  Sixty years ago Christians felt they were the majority. This was our country. In God we trust.  Please understand, I’m not suggesting that this was an accurate reflection of our spirituality, or even that our goal should be to recapture these seemingly idyllic moments in history.   In so many ways, the good old days were not so good. 
   
My point is that we live in dramatically different times. I doubt any of you were hindered by a traffic jam as you left your neighborhood to go to church. Census data makes clear that fewer and fewer Americans are in church on Sunday.   Christians are beginning to sense themselves to be a distinct minority.  We often feel insignificant, just a few grains of salt in this vast secular soup of bland indifference, mixed with ever more frequent dashes of hostility and scorn. 
  
 College students tell of being ridiculed for committing themselves to sobriety and celibacy before marriage ...what a quaint idea!   University religion classes are too often discovered to be subtle attacks on orthodox Bible-believing Christians...with not so subtle encouragements to discard whatever one might have been taught in Sunday School.   Workers find themselves among the unemployed if they express any reluctance to participate in unethical business practices. Woe to the whistle blower. Do I need to comment on what passes for entertainment and humor in the media?   In brief, it seems to me we are living in a time when the Lord’s words, “Many are called, but few are chosen” seem especially true and apparent. 
   
It is a time, I suggest to you, that this text, “You are the salt of the earth ... you are the light of the world” is particularly meaningful and challenging.  Understand it well; we are in conflict with the culture in which we live. There is no way to justify a peaceful coexistence with the forces of darkness. This is warfare. The question is one strategy, or style. You are salt.  You are light. Salt does not overwhelm. You don’t swallow a teaspoonful of salt. Salt gently, subtlety flavors. Salt preserves ... quietly and effectively. You don’t stare at a light bulb. Light enables one to see the path in the darkness. One candle in a dark room has dramatic effect.  

   
In other words, our battle strategy is not frontal attack, but guerilla warfare.... the quiet infiltration behind enemy lines.  A college chaplain tells of being asked “How many students do you get in chapel on Sunday?”  His stock answer, “Not that many, just enough to keep the rest of the student body nervous.”  You see, in a world without any solid values, where truth is always relative, in that world anyone who really has convictions and lives by them is perceived as a threat to the establishment.  Yes, my Christian friends, we may make some people nervous, but we also have the means to give them hope. 

“You are the light of the world,” says Jesus. Without you, the world cannot see what it is. The world has no means to see how violent it is until it sees the power of non-violence, or how preoccupied it is with things that have no lasting value until it encounters people with real values. People don’t know how superficial they are until they come face to face with someone who isn’t, someone who stands on rock, secure in the storm.   People need to stumble across a truly free person before they can see how enslaved they are to a host of cruel masters. 

We should not underestimate the power of this spiritual guerilla warfare.  An experiment was done...a large iron ball was suspended from the ceiling. Alongside it a little cork ball was electronically devised to swing constantly against the huge, seemingly immovable object.  In a matter of days the iron ball was swinging at the same pendulum rate as the cork ball. This persistent gentle force was amazingly effective.  
     
Jesus says that we are the only light the world has.  When we hide our light under a basket, everyone stumbles. This is a tremendous challenge and responsibility for us... and it ought to be. Disciples who don’t look much like disciples, who don’t talk like disciples are not much help in showing anyone the way out of the dark. Jesus says that salt that has lost its saltiness is worth nothing but to be thrown out and trampled underfoot.  
   
Now there are two ways one can view this challenge.  You can see it as a burdensome weight, an unreasonable curse, “Why do I have to be the light and the salt?  Why do I have to feel responsible for this crazy, misdirected world? My religion is a private matter!”    Or, you can understand it as a privilege and an opportunity.  I would submit to you that there is nothing more thrilling and meaningful than to know that you are part of a vast, cosmic program under the leadership of Jesus Christ. You are way that Jesus is bringing hope and light to the world by pointing the world to Him.  He is, after all, the true Light. 
   
Some years ago there was a national program called “Teach America.” It attempted to recruit bright, young college students to commit the first few years of their careers to be teachers in the most difficult and deprived school systems in America.  A recruiter spoke to a gathering of students at a prestigious university.  “I really don’t know why I am here,” he said, “You are clearly some of the best of our nation’s resources. You are obviously headed for medical school, law school, Wall Street. I stand trying to recruit you to teach in some of the worst school situations in America for barely enough money to survive. Begging you to waste part of your lives with a bunch of ungrateful kids in Appalachia, or inner city Philadelphia?  I must be crazy to come here. But I do have some literature and I’m willing to talk with anyone who might be interested ... but I know from looking at you this is probably not your thing. So you can leave. The meeting is over.”  With that, a large number of students came rushing to the front, eager to talk further, moved by the challenge to make a difference ... willing to give a part of their lives to be something other than just becoming another American success story. 
     
Now if that can happen in a secular university, without any overt spiritual focus, why should we hesitate to challenge one another with the privilege, the opportunity of being God’s light in the world?  Especially when we realize that we are in this position because Christ, the true Light, has lightened our darkness  ... realize that we were destined to “go down the tubes” with the rest of our misdirected culture until the bright Morningstar, the Light to the nations, the Christ, became our hope and our salvation. Our candles have been lit by the Christ Candle. We have been washed clean through the waters of Baptism. We have been fed by the Bread of Life, the true loaf. We are ransomed, redeemed by the blood of the Lamb.  Amazing grace, which saved a wretch like me. I was lost but now I’m found.... blind but now I see. This is who we are! 
    
Why would we not leap at the chance to let this same powerful Gospel light be visible through our words and our deeds? To share our talents and resources generously, to pick up the challenge, to be a people with a mission?  Yes, Lord, send me! 

It is a challenge, to be sure. Jesus does not suggest that this is a walk in the park. He is just as forthright as that college recruiter, and more so. “If any would follow after me, let him take up his cross.”  But He is both our motive...and our strength and resource. . He does not call us, redeem us, recruit us and leave us.  No, he stands with us, accompanies us into every battle, and quietly encourages us with his indwelling Spirit. 

My friends, the battle lines are drawn. It is time for the Light to shine!  Amen.

