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Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany, Matthew 5:13-20 

 
Holy Spirit of God, may the refining fire of your love reach into our hidden,  

inmost places and make us one Spirit with you. Amen. 
 

For about a year and a half in the early 90’s, I lived in Seattle, Washington. I moved to 
the Pacific Northwest because I had wanted both a change of scenery and to get to know better 
my father’s side of the family who lived there. While growing up in the southeast, I made a 
handful of summertime visits there and I knew the area to be truly gorgeous. I remembered the 
cooler weather, the powerful presence of Puget Sound, the majesty of the surrounding rugged 
western mountain ranges, and the beautiful, glittering lakes. In my visits, sunlight was plentiful 
and the days were long – it seemed like paradise.  
 Now, my father tried to warn me, saying, “You know, it rains a lot.” I replied, “I know 
that, but I like rain.” He said, “I don’t think you really understand; you’ve only been there in the 
summertime. It’s not like in North Carolina where it may rain but then it clears up and the sun 
shines again soon after. This is entirely different. The winter will be overcast and drizzly for 
weeks and weeks on end.” And like all young adults in their early 20’s, I said, “yes, yes, Dad. I 
know all about this. I’ll be fine.” Well, as in most situations when you have no real frame of 
reference, I had no clue at all. I was still entirely unprepared for the weather there and had no 
understanding of what weeks and months of short days and no sunshine would be like. The 
seemingly endless winter season there is dark, overcast, and constantly drizzly. The sun 
essentially disappears – both because of the very short winter days and because the seemingly 
perpetual cloudbank is so low that it practically touches the tree tops. And while there is 
daylight, there is very, very little sunshine.   

Now, for a southern girl as myself, this was devastating. It turns out that I am sensitive to 
the lack of sunshine, which I never knew until I moved to a place where the sun might not shine 
for weeks and weeks on end. In this climate, I became despondent and found myself isolating 
from others. It felt like a pall had been cast over everything. Many people in Seattle install full-
spectrum lighting in their homes to try to simulate daylight or invested in light therapy devices, 
but I was too poor then to afford these luxuries. What I could afford was to use the free but old 
and scary-looking tanning bed that I found in my apartment complex clubhouse. That first 
winter, I got so desperate for sunlight, that I climbed into that claustrophobic death trap just to 
irradiate myself. Locals kept assuring me that I would get used to it – that if I can make it 
through my second winter, I would adapt and be ok. Ultimately, I decided I wasn’t cut out for 
that climate and that the three and a half months of glorious weather was not enough for me to 
survive the eight and a half months of dreariness. I realized that I just couldn’t live without 
sunshine.  
 The depressing weather we had for the previous few days got me thinking about this, and 
I also found myself remembering a story that our Rector, Morgan, told in a sermon a few years 
ago. He told us about a Norwegian town that is nestled in a deep and narrow valley between two 
steeply rising mountains, and which lies in shadow every year from September until March. The 
winter sun, while it does in fact shine, comes at such a low angle that it can’t make its way 
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between the mountains to the town. And for half of the year, the people live in shadow and 
would have to travel to the top of the mountains to experience direct sunlight. 
 Three years ago, the town built a system using computer-controlled mirrors installed on 
top of the adjacent mountains to bring sunshine to the town. When the system came online, these 
mirrors followed the course of the sun and brought winter sunshine to the town for the very first 
time, creating a concentrated patch of sunlight in the middle of town. On that first day, more than 
a thousand people gathered and cheered as part of the town square became bathed in reflected 
sunlight, creating a special sunspot that residents could step into for a few minutes of sun. As one 
resident said, “I miss the sun here in winter terribly. It can be so hard. This is the light I long 
for.” 
 
 In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus has been traveling throughout Galilee, teaching, preaching, 
and healing. Word about Jesus has spread far and wide, and there are now crowds that follow 
him. Jesus ascends the mountainside, sits down, and begins to teach his disciples. In this 
extended sermon, Jesus teaches about discipleship: blessed are the poor in spirit; blessed are the 
meek; blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness; blessed are the pure of heart. In 
our reading today, Jesus uses two metaphors to describe his followers and the role they have in 
the world. The first metaphor, “you are the salt of the earth”, suggests that Jesus’ disciples have 
been given a distinctive capacity to both elicit goodness from the world and to share the healing 
grace of God.  
 Salt flavors; it makes food come alive in what would otherwise seem tasteless or bland. 
Salt can be used as a preservative, keeping food fresh for an extended period of time. In Judaism, 
salt was also a symbol of loyalty and covenant fidelity. As the salt of the earth, disciples have an 
explicit charge to witness to the new covenant brought about in God’s work in Jesus. And to live 
that out – to embody this new work of the Spirit that is bringing so very close the kingdom of 
heaven.  

But there is the ever-present danger of disciples losing focus or denying this mission. Salt 
loses its saltiness not by some chemical miracle, but by becoming impure, so mixed with other 
elements, that it loses its function. That is the risk of taking God’s mission out into the world. 
But salt in and of itself and left alone has no value either. The saltiness only has value when it is 
at work in the world; preserving, flavoring, purifying. Salt does not exist for itself, and nor do the 
disciples. Their lives are to be turned outward into the world, preaching, teaching, reconciling, 
and becoming living witnesses to God’s love and grace. 
 The second metaphor Jesus uses, “you are the light of the world”, invites us to consider 
the role of the disciples as a gathered community. Light enables us to see and is a kind of energy 
that is life-giving and provides color. As light illuminates the darkness, the disciples, as the 
gathered community, become the mirror that reflects the light of God’s love so that all peoples 
and nations can know God’s justice and mercy. As Jesus’ disciples, they are called to reflect 
God’s glory and illuminate the whole house of creation.  
 Life of discipleship in the gospel of Matthew is presented as life within the community of 
faith – a community charged with a mission to the world. Light not only illuminates but also 
draws us closer. Light invites us to come out from the isolated shadows to gather with each other 
– to become the community of light. Jesus calls his disciples to active mission – of letting their 
light shine so that the world may see this light and give glory to their Father in heaven. But they 
do not generate the light any more than mirrors and tanning beds generate sunlight.  
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Jesus Christ calls us all as the gathered community, and as such we are recipients of the 
light of which God is the source. And our grateful response to this gift is to reflect Christ’s light 
into the world’s darkness – in turn, calling others to come, gather with us, and bathe God’s 
reflected glory. These salt and light metaphors picture mission as inherent to discipleship, as 
saltiness is inherent to salt and illumination is to light. The disciples purify and shine not for their 
own sakes, but for the sake of the world. And as Jesus points not to his own glory but to the 
glory of God, so the disciples engage in acts of righteousness and justice not to glorify 
themselves, but to glorify God and make known God’s redemptive work. 
 Of course, the discipleship to which Christ calls is not reserved for the disciples we read 
about in scripture and now call saints. These disciples were not called because they were holy, 
rather they became holy when they wholeheartedly responded to his call and began to embody 
his mission. As a community of faith, a city upon a hill, we are the disciples charged today with 
shining the light of the Good News of God’s work in the world.  

So, how will we bear witness to God’s redemptive work in the world? How will we as a 
community of faith – as The Episcopal Church of the Good Shepherd – how will we embody and 
fulfill God’s law, retain our saltiness, and reflect God’s light of justice, mercy, forgiveness, and 
righteousness to a world that is so deeply longing for it? As we move through these last weeks of 
this season after Epiphany before we begin our journey into the desert of Lent, let us pray and 
discern the ways in which we may be like salt and light in the world, flavoring, purifying, and 
illuminating; how we may continue to become that city upon a hill to which all the peoples and 
nations will stream; how we may let our light shine before others, so that they may see our good 
works and give glory to our Father in heaven.  
 
Amen. 
 


