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There was a time when the church was at the center of our society. Her leaders enjoyed public 
admiration; her opinions were valued at the civic table; her ethics were lifted up as a guide to 
appropriate behavior; her services were sought after for the spiritual formation of children, young 
people and adults. There was such a time. Some of you can remember those days. But for more than 
half a century, the church in the United States and Europe has been in decline. Today, our culture 
would hardly describe the church as indispensable—especially as indispensable as salt or light.

Now the church is rarely mentioned in the news, except when she is shamed by her leaders’ 
malfeasance; her voice is silenced, except when extremists are lifted up as examples and caricatures; 
her values and services are considered optional, rather than essential to the formation of souls.

If that is true for our age, how much more was it true for Jesus’ earliest disciples! From what we can 
surmise through the Gospels and Paul’s letters, they were an odd lot of fishermen, homemakers, tax 
collectors and assorted Greco-Romans. They were small in number; they had no organized church 
programs, there were no goals or vision statements. According to every standard by which we 
currently measure the health of congregations, the early church would be deemed anemic at best.

None of the things that seem to us to be measures of strength appear to be conditions Christ sets 
for usefulness in the kingdom. Jesus does not say, “You should be the salt of the earth,” as if we 
are responsible for making ourselves into something useful or writing our goals and objectives to 
encourage measureable outcomes. Nor does Jesus say, “You will be the light of the world,” as if to 
suggest that God will make this happen in the completion of time. Instead, Jesus says, “You are the 
salt of the earth,” and “You are the light of the world.” Already. Right now.

So, what might it mean for our churches not to try to retrieve our former “glory,” but instead to 
explore what it looks like to be salt and light for the world today?

We might begin by exploring the nature of salt and light. Both are God-given; they are elements in 
nature, rather than things that human beings can produce. So it is with those who follow Jesus. As 
follows of Christ, we are not self-made, rather, we are created by pure grace out of the will of God.

Salt and light are not rare; they are the most ordinary of elements. So it is with us. We are valuable 
not because the world deems us a tradable commodity, or because we are rare and precious and 
costly. Rather, we are common, humble elements whose existence could well be overlooked.

Still, both salt and light are essential to life. Their value is found in their usefulness. So it is with 
followers of Jesus. Our goal is not to be valuable according to the world’s standards; our worth is not 
measured by whether we have the largest budget or staff, measured like a corporation. Our goal is 
not to have the most popular youth program or most professional choir, as if we were a franchise or a 
touring company. Like ordinary salt and ordinary light, our goal is to be beneficial, useful life-giving 
elements in the world. To the extent we are able to stay true to this calling, we will give glory to God.



We tend to measure a church’s success by the prominence of the congregation, and while it is 
altogether likely that faithful disciples are to be found in tall-steeple churches in the center of town, 
they are just as likely to be found in tiny emerging communities in the city, these gatherings of 
people over coffee or sandwiches for safe and honest conversation.

We tend to measure a church’s value by numbers at worship, and while it is quite likely that faithful 
disciples are attending big churches in the suburbs, it is just as likely that they are attending a tiny 
rural congregation that makes sure its elderly neighbors are regularly visited or that new immigrants 
have food to eat.

We tend to measure a church’s worth by the power its members have accrued and while it is likely 
that faithful disciples are to be found among titans of commerce or politics, they are just as likely 
to be found among the unemployed who volunteer to help homeless people or battered women or 
under-served children, helping those who are in at least as much difficulty as they are.

Our effectiveness as disciples does not depend on our success according to the world’s standards. 
Moreover, if we are working on our ABC’s, that is Attendance, Buildings, and Cash, only to have 
the most prominent, well-attended, powerful congregation, then we are working toward the wrong 
goal. The point is not to give glory to ourselves, but to give glory to God. Doing that requires 
nothing more than the humility of being who we really are: salt and light.

We make sure that our porch lights and street lights are on to help us feel safe. We also turn on our 
porch light or put a light in the window to signal a warm welcome. It says, you’re expected, you’re 
accepted, come on in, we’re here for you. If you’re lost in the dark, you’re looking for a spot of light 
to guide. If we have a lantern, it is lifted up to guide our way. If we are so familiar with the path 
that we could walk it ourselves without light, then the lamp is there to help the person walking 
with us to travel the way safely. We have several idioms in our language which incorporate light. 
For example, if we’re looking for clarity on a subject, we want to “throw some light on it.” My point 
with all of this is that each of us are already light and someone right now in our circles of influence 
is in need of welcome, safety or shared wisdom. God has already placed you in your neighborhood 
to bear Christ’s light there. As Jesus’ followers our task is to live in such a way that our neighbors 
are glad we’re there.

If we fail to be true to God’s purpose for us, then what good are we to the world? If we bear the 
name of Christ but have lost our true essence as salt, then people stop seeing us as useful for 
anything, and Christ’s good name is squandered. If we say we are followers of Jesus but have hidden 
Christ’s light under buildings, bureaucracy, and budgets, then we have robbed the world of God’s 
good gift.

Salt and light may not be the most glamorous elements in the universe, but they are worth more than 
silver or gold. They are life-giving and useful, for the well-being of the world. 

You are salt and light.
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