
‘Gospel Words of salt and light’ –  

A Homily for the Third Sunday before Lent 
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Matthew5.13-20 
  

It seems to me that Bishops spend a lot of time talking to each other. Insular talking within 

groups is rarely exciting, provocative or blessed, but is rather conservative, safe, full of 

corporate double-speak. It is speech that is unchallengeable and uncontestable by those not 

within the sacred circle. No wonder such groups come up with such out of touch drivel as 

the Bishops’ Pastoral Statement regarding civil partnerships and marriage that came out the 

other week. Little wonder that their attempts of apology have been just as anodyne and 

infuriating for those of us who live in the real world. Such statements show how out of 

touch institutional hierarchies can really become, and such speech loses any sense of 

authority because only reality can finally gain any purchase on truth. 

 When Jesus speaks, he never draws the great and the good to himself, and never 

cuts himself off from the perspectives of the ordinary people that he finds all around him. 

Even as he ascends the mountain like a new Moses in Matthew’s Gospel, he draws the 

people together, not dividing into separate groups of the sacred and the profane, the in and 

the out, but rather gathering a people together. Not the seemingly important people dressed 

in purple and wearing pointy hats, but the hungry and destitute, the divorced and the 

vulnerable, the poor and the afraid. And the words he speaks are not the cautious words of 

a dying institution, but rather these are gospel words: full of life, full of promise, full of 

power. 

 As Jesus ascends the mountain he declares to the world that something new is 

coming into existence, a new community focussed around “God-with-Us,” a new way of 

living made possible because in this Jesus the kingdom of heaven is breaking into earth, 



scooping up all the odds and sods of humanity and waking everyone else up to the fact that 

only through people such as this can the vision of the kingdom of heaven be seen. 

 Matthew sees in Jesus a vibrant parallel with the prophet Moses, that fearful and 

fiery prophet of old. Like Jesus he gathered a people around himself, a people languishing 

in Egypt: caught in tyranny, slavery and violence. We remember the passionate response of 

Yahweh, the God who calls all people into freedom, a miraculous new creation as the 

people once more walk on dry land, and the promise of “God-with-Us,” the One who walks 

with his people in the pillar of fire and cloud. Now, as the dust settles, the people gather 

with Moses and a new kind of life is imagined: a community that honours and welcomes 

the stranger, a community that protects the weak and the elderly; a community of sabbath 

rest and freedom, a community created in the image of the One who has brought them out 

of slavery: passionate, just, liberating, generous, nurturing. 

 Jesus, as the new Moses, is all these things and more. This is what one theologian 

says about the Sermon on the Mount (from which our gospel reading for this morning us 

taken): ‘the sermon’s eschatological character lies in its power to free its hearers’ 

imaginations from the limitations of their everyday assumptions about the world and to 

open eyes and ears to the reality and nature of God’s reign. Because Jesus presumes the 

perspectives and practices of the empire of heaven, his teaching often sounds ‘crazy’ or 

‘impossible’ to people whose ‘common sense’ is conditioned by earthly assumptions. We 

should resist any attempt to diminish or domesticate these expressions of divine lunacy.’  

Like Moses, Jesus calls his disciples into new perspectives, new imaginations as to what 

human communities can really become, about what kind of life they should have together 

as they honour Emmanuel, the God who walks with them. If only the Bishops and ministers 

of our church could voice something of this wild, crazy and inclusive speech, who knows 

what kind of miracles might happen? 

 There is a direct challenge laid down by Jesus in all of this: become salt, become 

light. There is no one else commissioned to bear witness to God’s faithfulness, mercy and 



power, no one else is to become an agent of the kingdom, but you and I. The Church – the 

community of which we are a part – is called to be embody the life of Jesus itself, a kind of  

divine craziness that calls to those who have been left out of the structures of power and 

control, that speaks directly to the powerless and the poor, that embraces those who do not 

fit neatly into the categories of those who are dominant. Even as our bishops fail us, our 

churches, this church, and each of our lives are to be that salt and that light. 

 In all of this, Jesus summons us to become the disruptive and transformative reality 

of God’s kingdom on earth. We are called to become a community with a distinctive vision 

and practice: not small and inward, but embracing and outward; not censorious and 

judgemental, but faithful and imaginative; not boring and static, but hope-filled and life-

driven. Do we shrink back into a judgemental and narrow past, fearful that our words and 

actions might jeopardise our position or put us at risk? or do we embrace a wider and 

deeper vision with courage, faith and imagination? On this the future of the Church hangs.


