Week Three: Relationships in the community

Matthew 5:13-16

Light and salt are complementary metaphors for the way that Christians need to engage with the wider community. We need to try and be both of them at once! 

This week’s passage is the first of two taken from the Sermon on the Mount, to which we will return when we look at Matthew 7:7-12 in Week Five. The verses this week come near the beginning of Jesus’ long sermon, in fact, immediately after the Beatitudes. The placing of these verses with their images of ‘salt’ and ‘light’ at this particular point is perhaps a hint that these verses are intended to provide a lens through which the rest of the sermon can be viewed. 

That is exactly the case and this short passage challenges us with its vision of the relationship between Christians, the church and the wider community. They offer a striking biblical and theological backcloth to this week’s powerful story from Bangladesh, the work of the church there in helping to offer clean water free from the danger of arsenic poisoning. 

Once again (see the comments in the notes at the end of Week One) to grapple fully with this key passage we need to take seriously the interplay in Matthew’s Gospel between the tight-knit group of Jesus’ disciples and the wider community. As we mentioned in Week One, Matthew’s Gospel seems to divide into two halves – with chapter 13, the chapter about parables, acting as the dividing point. Up til Matthew 13 Jesus’ attention is broadly speaking on the wider community – the people of Israel; from chapter 13 onwards the focus seems to turn inwards, on the role, workings and destiny of the church community. 

With this in mind it is interesting to take a look at Matthew 5:1, the verse that introduces the sermon. At first sight it sounds as though Jesus is standing on a mountain top, using it as a pulpit to address the large crowds that have followed him there. But if you take a closer look at the text, it seems that it is rather Jesus’ own group of disciples who are the primary audience for his words: ‘His disciples came to him… he taught them.’ So straight away that dialectic or interplay between inner church circle/wider community is introduced. And it is with this in mind that we need to read the Beatitudes. They are words addressed to Jesus’ friends and disciples, but at the same time you feel that Jesus is also taking a glance over the disciples’ shoulders – looking at the crowds streaming out beyond. So what the Beatitudes are in effect is a challenge to disciples, but a challenge to live in such a way that they make a real difference to that wider community in that wider world. Yet to live in such a way can be uncomfortable – dangerous even. The wider world does not necessarily like being disturbed or changed. It is not an accident that the sequence concludes with two Beatitudes (5:10-12) in which persecution is mentioned and, in the second of these, Jesus suddenly and strikingly addresses the disciples directly, with the word ‘you’. And in that final Beatitude it is made clear that the disciples can expect to be persecuted precisely because of their loyalty to Jesus. 

The Beatitudes, and the way they draw to their conclusion, express the reality experienced by Christians in many parts of our world today. They would certainly resonate with the reality of the Church in Bangladesh, a largely Muslim country in which the Christians are only a small minority of the population. It is always difficult to be a Christian in such a demographic situation. How can the church there witness to its life lived in Jesus Christ? 

The two metaphors of ‘salt’ and ‘light’ are the answer offered by Matthew’s Gospel. It is interesting that both are used for they provide models that are complementary – or perhaps even contrasting. 

To say of Christians that they are the ‘salt of the earth’ is to suggest that the task of the church is to engage with society in such a way that its influence permeates, or ‘savours’ everything. That is clearly a powerful vision to hold before our eyes. But think about how you use salt, for example in cooking. Salt can only make such an impact if it is willing to be dissolved into the larger body that it is going to ‘taste’. Does this mean that for Christians really to be ‘salt’ that they must cease to have a visible presence as church? That to truly be salt must mean that they hold lightly to their separate identity as Christians? That is in fact a view expressed by some Christian thinkers in Asia. It is a powerful vision, but taken by itself I do wonder whether it would allow for long-term Christian survival, certainly in cultures where Christians are a small minority.

So I think it is interesting, and probably important, that Matthew does not stop with salt. The gospel goes on to balance ‘salt’ with ‘light’. That is the other vocation of Christians. ‘You are the light of the world.’ It is a vocation which derives from our relationship to God-with-us. In the Gospel of John, Jesus says of himself ‘I am the light of the world’ (John 8:12). And it is only through our relationship with God in Jesus, by ‘catching the flame’ from him, that we can in turn be light. As this week’s opening prayer puts it: ‘In your light may we become light for others.’ Unlike salt, the vocation of light is to be distinctive – if it wasn’t, the darkness would never be illuminated. But what exactly does it mean to be light, particularly in contexts like that of Bangladesh, where visibility can sometimes be dangerous, and verbal preaching of the Christian gospel to those outside the church can be a potentially hazardous activity?

I find it significant that Matthew chooses to link the image of light to ‘a city set on a hill’. In using such language I believe that Matthew is drawing upon the picture of the ideal city which is found in various places of the Old Testament, particularly in the book of Isaiah. Isaiah 2:2-4, for example, speaks of Jerusalem or Zion as being established on a high mountain, and ‘all the nations shall stream to it’, saying to each other: ‘Come let us go up to the mountain of the Lord… that he may teach us his ways.’ Isaiah 60:1-3 addresses Jerusalem directly, telling the city: ‘Arise, shine, for your light has come… nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising.’ What is notable about references such as these is the direction of movement. The city is a beacon of light, but it is not a case of the inhabitants of the city streaming out and accosting whoever they can find. Rather, the welcoming light is spotted by those outside the city, both near and far. Drawn to its inviting glow, they come willingly because they know it is something valuable and good that they want explore more deeply. Such a view of ‘mission’ features strongly in the Old Testament – and it contrasts quite powerfully with our traditional understanding of mission, which largely concentrates on ‘going out’. Yet it is an understanding of mission which makes a great deal of sense in contexts such as the Christians of Bangladesh, where people can be attracted to the church because of its obvious commitment to struggle for the good of all the community. The Muslims saved from arsenic poisoning by the work of the Church of Bangladesh may not become professing Christians, but they have certainly gained a respect for the love of Christ shown through the practical work of the church. 

Salt and light. They can be seen as two different aspects of the vocation of Christians and the church in relation to the wider community. I think both should be held together in a kind of tension: to be one without the other is not enough, and can even be dangerous. Salt without light can dissolve into total invisibility; light without the self-sacrifice of salt can sometimes offer a very harsh glare. (In Lebanon, where I lived and worked for a number of years during its civil war, there were Christians who wanted to be solely ‘salt’, and others who sought to be distinctively and only ‘light’. In the extreme conditions of that country, it became obvious that both groups desperately needed the other – even if they were often unwilling to realise it.) 

And, of course, if we are to be a welcoming ‘light’, to which people might be drawn, it is important also to ensure that we have something worthwhile to welcome people with when they come. A church that bickers among its members and is riven by internal strife is hardly something that will draw people to it. That is a message that Christians – not least Anglican Christians – all round the world, including Britain and Ireland, perhaps need to be reminded of from time to time. 

