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Matthew 5:13-20


Let us pray:


“Holy One, holy and eternal.  Awesome, exciting and delightful in your holiness; make us pure in heart to see you; make us merciful to receive your kindness and to share our love with all your human family; then will your name be hallowed on earth as in heaven.  Amen “ 

Good Morning.  My name is TJ Tetzlaff, I’m a seminarian at Episcopal Divinity School in Boston and a postulant with the Diocese of Central New York.  This is the first time I’ve found myself speaking in such a large space to so many people at once and I’m both humbled and awed by the opportunity to stand before you today.  Thank you for having me here. 

 
I’m in my second year of divinity school and I’m getting to the point in my education where, scary enough, people are starting to think I have answers.  My Dad will joke about his son having a direct line to God and people insist I give the blessing at meals because I’m a, quote “Professional”.  Telling someone that I hope to become a Priest has the effect of either invoking a awkward silence as they gauge whether or not to start censoring themselves, or opening a Pandora’s box of questions.  

The truth is, the more time I spend in school the more questions about God I have.  What does it mean for someone to be referred to both as the ‘Son of God’ and ‘The Son of Man’ and why do these titles seem to be used interchangeably? How do we live true to our faith and calling without alienating others, why do bad things happen to good people, and how does the church act as an agent of change and healing in a world that seems more and more conflicted as time goes on?

Honestly, I think it’s a good thing to have questions and wonder what God is doing in the world and about our role in it.  If history does anything, it warns us of the danger of presumption; of what happens when we look at a world of many colors and hues and can’t see anything other than black or white, left or right.  Questioning is not a sign of weakness or lack of faith.  It’s a shows you are wrestling with very real issues of God, the soul and what it means to be human.  The opposite of faith is not doubt, it’s indifference.

Growing up I have always wrestled with the idea of who Jesus is, what he has to do with me and what his relationship to the world means.   Throughout the Gospels Jesus seems almost enigmatic and mysterious.  One moment he’ll be healing someone and in the next line he’ll be in a completely different location miles away doing something else.  But we don’t get to hear about how he got there and we never learn about the spaces in-between.  Like looking through the porthole of a ship or through a painted window with spots chipped away, the Gospels frequently make me feel like there is a world of activity taking place and I’m only seeing one quick sliver of what’s happening.   

  This is a way of saying that our God is one that defies boxes and labels. We cannot cup our hands into a river and then claim that we carry the whole thing ourselves.  There are those who say you cannot be a Christian without community and that it is the diversity of community which provides it with strength.  That, I think, is part of the beauty of church, that in a world so filled with fractures and schisms the Gospel of Christ calls humanity to come together and knock down the walls which divides us.  This process is constantly happening in a thousand different ways, and part of our joy is that each moment we get to decide what role we play, if we are the people willing to share the river with those who are around us.  

I don’t believe the purpose of church is to compete with one another, but to lift each other up in mutual love and support for the honor of God.  As humans we only get a small glimpse of what God is up to and none of us can claim to have seen the entire picture because that is reserved for God alone.

I love the sermon on the Mount because it’s one of the few times when Jesus seems to explain what’s going on and what it means to be human.  “You are the Salt of the Earth, you are the light of the world” I can think of no other words which are more empowering than these.  And it is profoundly beautiful that this is the message God sends us.

  “No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lamp stand, and it gives light to all in the house.  In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven”.  These sound like easy words for someone who can walk on water, heal the blind and recalibrate the structure of society, but it makes me wonder about the rest of us without such miraculous gifts.  The millions of us who don’t have spectacular powers and live in the mundane reality of everyday life.  

Earlier in the Gospel of Matthew we hear the story of the Magi.  The three wise men who travel unknown distances for a chance to worship the newly born infant Christ.  Upon their arrival they honor Jesus by presenting gifts of Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh.  This gets me thinking about the sheppards, who-we are told-are also at the nativity scene worshiping the baby Jesus.  Looking over at these three odd people offering strange and exotic goods far above and beyond anything they could give, did they feel a ping of jealousy?  Did they feel that these people had somehow diminished their own presence, and that their gift of praise and worship was lessened by comparison?  Or did they recognize they gave the thing God truly craves; their time, their attention, their love, and their affection.   

What happens when we don’t recognize our own gifts?  When we can’t appreciate and value the things God has given us.  When we look at ourselves only in comparison with others and wonder why we can’t be as smart as them, as secure as them, as clever and witty as them or all the countless other things we manage see in those around us but never in ourselves.  I am convinced that nothing good comes from this process.  Just as in the biblical story of Cain and Abel, the failure to appreciate and value our gifts results in a death of some kind.  If not the death of our bodies then the death of our esteem and persona.  It is a pernicious and corrosive thing that erodes the character of who we are, and saps away at our energy until we become convinced that nothing we ever say or do will be good enough.  I believe that the problem is not that people think too highly of themselves, but that they value themselves too little.  Who we are is God’s gift to us, and who we become is our gift to God.  

 It doesn’t matter how extravagant our actions in the world are, whether we are a stockbroker at a major firm or a janitor at a local middle school.  As Mother Teresa once said “We can do no great things, only small things with great love”.  This is because it is not us acting, but God acting through us, shining through our lives and actions to illuminate the world.  A city mechanic, working in love, can be just as holy as a monk living on a lonely mountaintop. 

“You are the salt of the Earth.  You are the light of the world.  ”

In Jesus’ time salt was a preserver.  A refrigeration system that prevented food from going bad and decomposing.  Salt is what allowed things to last so the people could be nourished and continue on their journey.  Without it, hunger and fatigue would have overtaken them and life would not have been possible.  If you are like me and live in a area overwhelmed by snow, salt has another meaning for you.  It’s what clears the path and allows people to continue on their way.  What is the salt in your life, and how have you been salt for someone else?       

If you remember nothing else of what I say this morning pay attention here because this part is important: You are good.  You are made in the image and likeliness of God, regardless of what has happened to you in the past or how many times you’ve screwed up.  You are a child of light and you have a God that loves you, more than any of us can describe, explain or imagine.  “You are the salt of the earth.  You are the light of the world.”  

Let us Pray:

Lord God, when you give to us, your servants, any great matter to do, grant us also to know that it is not the beginning, but the continuing of it, until it is thoroughly finished which yields the true glory.  God of work and rest and pleasure, grant that what we do this week may be for us an offering rather than a burden; and for those we serve, may it be the help they need.  Amen
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