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Unlike the imagined, happy life sometimes viewed on television sitcoms or headlined in the 

tabloids, the Christian faith draws us routinely into the arena where real people live, and suffer, 

and question life's meaning, and make choices.  There, where we work and go to school, 

experience family and friends, and celebrate our common life in the community of the church, 

Jesus calls us in the gospel today to be "salt" and "light."  He says, "You are the salt of the 

earth."  "You are the light of the world."   

 

In a world with no electricity for either refrigeration or illumination, you can understand that by 

asking his disciples to be salt and light, Jesus is referencing very precious commodities in that 

ancient world.  These two metaphors were to define who his disciples were, and how they were 

called to live as his followers.  Today, two thousand years later, much like the football players 

who will don their jerseys in this weekend's Super Bowl to reveal their identity, we who follow 

Jesus are invited to wear these realities of light and salt like uniforms for all to see, so that people 

will know that we are on Jesus' team. 

 

We are supposed to be the community of faith that preserves the hope for justice, the hope for 

reconciliation, and the hope for peace as salt in the raw, and at time putrid realities of the human 

family.  We are supposed to be the people of God who are light where there is dark, and warmth 

where there is cold.  These were radical sentences when they were uttered by our savior on that 

hillside long ago, and I think are even more provocative today. 

 

Though we consider ourselves modern and urbane, sophisticated and smart, we seem unable to 

rid ourselves of a cancerous hatred that leads to violence, and an ugly distrust that creates fear, 

and a global greed that ever stokes the winds of war.  Jesus could see all of that in his world... 

but it seems even more ominous in ours.  These are but a few of the reasons why we of faith are 

to be salt and light because this darker side of our common humanity seems to be always with us. 
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The first reading we heard reflects this reality. Isaiah writes to the Hebrew people after their 

return from exile in Babylon.  He points out that they were there because in the past the 

community had not treated each other with love.  The rich and powerful had oppressed the weak 

and the poor.  Now, however, Isaiah says that it is a new day for Israel.  If the people can 

change-- if they will share their food, and shelter the oppressed and the homeless, and clothe the 

naked-- then the light will come to them.  Their wound will be healed.  When the people call 

upon God, God will answer.  If the people remove those obstacles that drove them into exile-- 

oppressive actions, malicious speech, and false accusations-- then the light will come.  Think 

about what Isaiah highlights: oppressive actions... malicious speech... false accusations.  As I 

said earlier, it seems that this darker side of our common humanity is always with us. 

 

You may have heard about this incident that was reported on CBS news-- it happened at an 

Applebee's restaurant in Coon Rapids, Minnesota just over a year ago.  Asma Jama was having 

dinner with her family.  They were speaking in Swahili, their native language.  She has come to 

the United States 16 years ago from Kenya, and works as a domestic abuse advocate.  As they 

were chatting, a customer at a nearby table got increasingly agitated. She resented that they were 

speaking in Swahili and not English.  "Speak English or get out of the country!" the angry 

woman demanded. 

 

Asma calmly explained to the woman in English that she was a U.S. citizen and her children 

were born here.  But with her parents present, they chose to speak Swahili.   Before Asma could 

finish, the woman picked up a beer mug and smashed it into Asma's face.  The attacker ran away, 

but Applebee's employees chased her and later police took her into custody.  Asma needed 

seventeen stitches on her face and lip.  She still has scars that she covers with makeup. 

 

For a long time after the attack, Asma was too frightened to leave her house.  She feared for her 

family's safety.  She even considered moving away from Minnesota.  But, with overwhelming 

support from the wider community, she managed to overcome her fear.  Asma recently appeared 

in court to hear the woman plead guilty to third-degree assault.  As part of the plea agreement, 

the woman had to admit to the bias-motivated attack, serve three months in jail and five years 

probation, as well as pay restitution. 
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In an extraordinary presentation to the court, Asma addressed the woman who attacked her.  "My 

religion teaches me to forgive so I can get on with my life.  If I hold a grudge, if I hold the hate 

you hold towards me against you, it's not going to serve me well.  So, in front of everybody here, 

I do forgive you and I hope that you choose love over hate... Having hate just eats at you, it's not 

good.  I hope you find what you're looking for at the end of your journey.  I know you've had just 

as long a year as I've had... I don't have any ill feelings towards you... it doesn't matter the color 

of my skin-- we are all the same human beings, we are fighting for the same rights... I just want 

you to understand you hit somebody you didn't know anything about..." 

 

Asma Jama's courageous offering of forgiveness is an example of the "salt" and "light" that Jesus 

challenges all of us to be in the world today.  If you are in school-- then bring salt and light into 

the classroom.  Refuse to compromise your values to what you see around you.  Offer a better 

example to fellow students when you see bullying, or laziness, or gangs developing, or a lack of 

respect, or drug use.  If you are working-- then bring salt and light to your place of employment.  

Take an ethical approach to your work, and refuse to take short-cuts that may ill-affect others.  

Don't gossip-- work with integrity.  If you are retired, bring salt and light to those you encounter 

each day.  Make sure when people meet you, they experience God's  love.  Whenever any of us 

speak up for those who are being oppressed, we are being salt and light in the world today. 

 

Jesus says if we do not do this, we are as good as flavorless salt, or as useful as a light hidden 

away under a basket.  Horace Mann, an American educational reformer in the 1800's, once said: 

"Be ashamed to die until you have won some victory for the human race."  It seems that every 

day we are hearing about more victories that are needed for the human family.  How will each 

one of us be salt and light for others in the world today? 

 

 

 

 

 


