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Salt and Light of the World
T

hat particular treatise on “the absurdity of faith” that I had to read as a seminarian studying theology was so riveting that both its author and the title of the book have long faded from my memory.  However, I never forgot that unknown piece of academia not only for its “absurd” thesis, but most of all for the content of the last page.  As a concluding remark, the author pointed the finger in condemnation at Christianity sentencing with conviction: “If you Christian believers are like us, non believers, then the world has no need of you!”  In the same line, I am reminded of Mahatma Gandhi who, speaking about Christianity is supposed to have quipped: “I like your Christ, I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ”.
D

o such comments stir our Christian sensitivity and are we perhaps offended by their challenging bluntness?  Then again, did not Jesus say something about us being “good for nothing”?  Jesus was certainly not concerned with “political correctness” when it came to either affirm or condemn particular people or situations; nor did he speak in generic terms or philosophical categories.  On the contrary, always down to earth and totally transparent,  Jesus is very fond of personal pronouns, and when he addresses followers or opponents alike he always addresses them as “you” in contrast to I/me or they/them.   He does not qualify “those who do the right thing”, “those who never make mistakes” or “those who keep the rules with painful obsession”.  Jesus’ message is for anyone and everyone who pretends or claims to follow him, and the message is very personal, addressed indistinctly to those who heard him the first time as clearly as to us, yes “you’ and “me”, who read and listen to the Word every Sunday.   And so in today’s Gospel the disciple becomes identified with salt and light, an identification which reveals both our identity and our mission as followers.

Salt is by far the most abundant and most easily available substance making up a large percentage of the earth’s crust in a myriad of forms and compounds.  Mined in rocks and dehydrated from the ocean, these days, although heavily used for industrial purposes, salt is one of the cheapest items on the family shopping list.  However, “cheap” supermarket-style certainly does not imply “of little value”.  Through history, salt became an extremely valuable commodity, a much sought-after currency of exchange, and a form of wage for work or services rendered.  Hidden away in its “cheap commonality”, that common, insignificant, harsh-tasting substance has always held a great potential for goodness, for healing and for wellbeing.  From the dawn of history people recognized its health-giving powers, and in our ordinary dealings today salt is used to bring out the flavour of food, making our table gatherings tasty and enjoyable.  It preserves the goodness and adds to the richness of other elements like no other ingredient seems capable of providing.  

That is what Jesus is driving at in addressing us as salt.  Hidden in our ordinary, unassuming and even unrecognized self, God sees preciousness, richness and great potential.  We may not think much of ourselves, feeling helpless in our needs and incapable of reaching out to others, but God still thinks us precious, a valuable and necessary commodity for his mission of healing, peace-making and life-giving.  God needs us to achieve his plans precisely through our weakness, helplessness and ordinary unattractive routine of daily life.  That is our identity in God’s eyes and dream.
B

ut like most things human, salt can become tasteless through abandonment or lack of use – the ubiquitous “use-by-date”.  Then its potential is lost, and truly it is good for nothing, and it can only be thrown out to be trampled underfoot, as Jesus warns us.  Personally, we may resent being qualified as useless, but that is just what Jesus calls us when we stifle the potential with which God has gifted each of us.  Unless this giftedness is released to bring out the taste of life around us, then we not only vilify God’s gifts to us and deny the energy of God from touching others, but our very life becomes stifled, meaningless, chocked by unimaginative self-preoccupation and loneliness, and quite clearly of no use to anyone.  The Christian is one who affects and infects others with joy, hope, healing and taste of life just like Jesus’ life did, or our claim faith is “useless empty words”.

Like the light that breaks the darkness of mind and brings warmth to cold hearts by giving of itself exhaustingly until that  last tired flicker of final energy, so the Christian has no option but to bring forth energy and light and warmth wherever one’s story unfolds, letting these gifts well up from inside oneself.  The Christian is someone who lets God in, so that through me and you God will explode out to the whole world, by accepting the insignificance of one’s saltiness as God’s energy gifted to us, and by letting this energy explode out into the dark corners of every life that crosses our daily path. We have seen it all really in our life over the last few weeks.  Somehow the darkness of destruction and loss wrought by the floods has ignited a conflagration of commitment and solidarity that will always stand as a beacon on the hill screaming hope, courage, self-giving and selfless reaching out others.  As Christians we must not only be proud of the effort, but we must hold those images in our hearts and minds as the living witness of commitment telling us and the whole world that it is possible to be light and hope around us where we are, just as Jesus calls us to be.  We know it is possible because we have seen it and experienced it in our time and place.
A

llow me a personal experience.  I am over-sceptical when it comes to “spectacular visions in the middle of the bush”, but that bright light amid the trees ahead puzzled me, until I could make the outline of a small stone church on a slight rise just a few feet to the side of the road.  I stopped and alighted from the car.  The heavily weathered door slightly ajar was inviting and I pushed in.  The explosion of light that suddenly and unexpectedly greeted me awoke images of that creative “let there be light” at the beginning of time.  I was now bathed in a powerful multicoloured dance of light, a reverie of awesome warmth and deep peace at the same time.   The setting sun cascading through a stain glass window was so intense that I could not make out the imagery portrayed.  The explosion of light was too much to capture details, but it surely had brought a new sense of life and purpose to my journey on the unknown road ahead, and it became my thought companion on my return journey a week later, this time after dark, through a misty rain that increased both sense of empty loneliness and longing for home.  But the memory and the longing were to be rewarded.  Again that light in the darkness, but fainter now.  Yes, Saturday evening and Mass would be celebrated at this time!  Again I stopped but this time standing outside in the drizzly rain my whole being was drawn to that small stain glass window, now reflecting back the light from inside into the dark night, the images sharp and crystal clear, the light from the inside bringing clarity of life and inviting peace and serenity of heart.  I do not remember saying any prayers, but the invitation to become light became so real and so true.  God overwhelms us with his gifts, filling us beyond our understanding and our means.  But those gift become real for the world and authentic self expressions for all of us when we allow that God-empowered light to break through the fragility of our life and become a beacon of joy and hope in the midst of the darkness that often envelops this world and the experience of those around us. 

Common salt and flickering light – that is our identity and our mission!  The disciple cannot be otherwise, because God wants us that way.   

Fr Peter Varengo sdb PP
