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“Time to Shine”
Matthew 5:13-16 October 20, 2019
 How do you speak to those you know best and 
love most? What kind of language do you use to craft 
a message for those who share your journey and your 
story? The words of scripture we’ve heard this morn-
ing, from Paul’s letter to the Philippians and Jesus’ 
Sermon on the Mount, are words written and spoken 
to friends. They are shaped by relationships. They are 
not intended for the whole world to hear. They are 
meant for an intimate and authentic community of 
belonging.

 Before I was convinced of my call to pastoral 
ministry, I was certain of my passion for the power of 
words. I am still certain of this—the way we speak to 
one another matters. The words we choose to address 
each other, to label others, to describe the world. I read 
this week that psychologists are finding this reality 
through research on the self-esteem of children. They 
suggest that for every negative message elementary-
aged children hear about themselves, they need to 
hear ten positive messages to restore their sense of 
self-esteem to its previous level. In my experience, 
teenagers and adults are no different. In other words, 
over time and through repetition, we become what we 
are named. We live in a reality that is shaped by the 
language that surrounds us. How we speak matters.

 Back to the words of Paul and Jesus. I want 
you to hear how you are described in these passages. 
Paul says you shine like stars in the world. Jesus says 
you are the salt of the earth and the light of the world. 
This is the truth of who you are. God’s beloved. Cre-
ated to shine. All the hateful words and harmful labels 
that you have carried like a burden weighing you 
down do not define who you are in the eyes of God. If 
you hear nothing else today, please hear that.

 The same is true for the church of Jesus Christ. 
It may not appear to be true. Research tells us that 
ninety percent of Christian congregations are stag-

nant or declining. The hypocrisy of those who would 
proclaim grace and practice judgment, preach God’s 
love while condemning God’s beloved children is 
more than many can take. The church is weakened 
by decades of division and conflict, this inward turn 
aimed at nothing more than survival, meager external 
emphasis, and inability to tell the stories of God’s 
transforming grace. One of my friends calls it arguing 
in the bleachers rather than joining our team on the 
field.

 The response of many has been to stay away 
from church, even while affirming vague beliefs. To 
join the Sunday brunch brigade. Others have contin-
ued a connection to the church but have become what 
we might call apologetically faithful. You know the 
type: “I’m a Christian, but please don’t tell anybody. 
It’s not a big deal; I’m not a fanatic. I don’t even go to 
church most Sundays.” Every time I hear those phras-
es, or any of their rhetorical relatives, I cringe a bit. 
If faithful Christian believers have become ashamed 
to shine the light of their faith, then the future of the 
church is indeed bleak. If we have accepted the labels 
and language of those who speak of the demise of 
faith, then this is the reality into which we will live.

 But the Biblical witness and my own experi-
ence of the church point to something else, to another 
possibility. It is this possibility that Jesus points to in 
the Sermon on the Mount, when he turns to his clos-
est followers, our ancestors in faith and broken, weak 
human vessels just like you and me, and says, “You 
are the light of the world.” Jesus, who came into the 
world as light shining in the darkness now empow-
ers his followers to be light for the whole world. In 
other words, we are the ones for whom we have been 
waiting. We are a city built on a hill, the light of God 
sent to the world, the family of faith called as ambas-
sadors for Christ, the movement of God’s Spirit is in 
and through us. Jesus, it seems, will not allow us to 
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sit on the sidelines and cast aspersions or lambaste the 
church. Why? Because, we are the church! We are the 
light. And it’s time to shine.

 A few years ago, I read a wonderful column ti-
tled, “The Shocking Un-Truth about Church Budgets.” 
I think about it every year when commitment season 
is upon us and we are all making decisions about how 
we will financially support the church. A lament often 
heard this time of year surrounds how much money 
we spend on our buildings, our operations, even our 
staff. The author takes up the uncomfortable topic, 
describing how the role of the church in society has 
shifted, from dispensers of charity and kindness to 
what she calls “mission outposts.” She writes, “We are 
islands in a world full of increasingly adrift people. 
We are places of solace and hope, community and 
hospitality for people who are too smart to believe in 
God and pretty convinced they don’t need the church 
— until they do. I cannot count the times people who 
never grew up in church stumble into worship looking 
for solace and discover — to their shock and amaze-
ment — liturgy, music and preaching that help them 
begin to connect with the tradition of the church and 
the message of Jesus, things they find they desperately 
need in their lives… And there are the times I get 
called to do a funeral, visit a hospital or intervene in a 
crisis for people I don’t know. They call because they 
don’t know who else to call. The church-free lives 
they’ve constructed don’t offer the kind of resources 
they need to navigate the death of a child, the loss of 
a job or the break-up of a marriage. So they come to 
church, and when they do they encounter a grace-filled 
community that changes their lives. How we go about 
being a church in the world is changing radically. 
With that change, now more than ever, our whole life 
together in a faith community is mission and ministry. 
And we’d better start seeing it that way soon because 
the call to live “Jesus’ two Great Commandments” in 
this world is going to take a heck of a lot more than 
our church mission budget line. It’s going to take the 
full engagement of everything we have.”[i]

 The full engagement of everything we have. 
Now that is a definition of stewardship. Light exists 
to give itself away to brighten the area around it. The 
church exists for the sake of the world. I thought of 
that this week as I saw members of this faith commu-

nity lovingly prepare spaces and warm meals so that 
families experiencing homelessness in our city would 
have a comfortable place to live for the week.

 How do you speak to those you know the best 
and love the most? You tell the truth and affirm the 
gifts you see. You are salt. You are light. Bold flavor 
and a bright vision. What Jesus sees in us happens to 
be what is most needed in these troubled times. The 
story we tell about ourselves matters because it will 
shape the way we live. This is why we give generously 
and invest boldly. What is happening here matters to 
God’s world, now and in the decades to come.

 It is time, brothers and sisters. It is time for 
believers to stand together and be the Body of Christ 
in the world. It is time to open the doors of the church-
wide enough so that all know who they are—God’s 
beloved. It is time to walk out those doors into the 
world in acts of justice, mercy, and love that shed 
light and scatter salt. It is time for us to live up to the 
high calling that we have been given. I thank God that 
our time is now. Our time to witness to a God who is 
larger than any four walls, any theology or denomina-
tion, any nation or race, any gender or orientation, any 
political party or ideology. Our time to show the world 
the power of God’s grace and the grace in God’s 
power. Our time to be the church in and for the world 
beyond it. Salt and light. I cannot tell you how impor-
tant people of faith are in the world right now. We live 
in a world that is crying out for hope and vision.

In another time and place not so different from our 
own, surrounded by the dark clouds that signaled the 
outbreak of the Second World War, the poet W.H. 
Auden penned powerful words of light. The title of the 
poem is the date, “September 1, 1939” and it begins 
grimly: “I sit in one of the dives on Fifty-second 
Street/ Uncertain and afraid/ As the clever hopes 
expire/ of a low dishonest decade.” Can you relate? 
Still, the poet chooses to close with a glimmer of light, 
words to shape our mission.

 We are called to be ironic points of light. The 
messages we exchange must be words of radical love 
and bold faith. The affirming flame we must show 
is the light of God. Next Sunday, as a community of 
faith we will celebrate all that we have done together 
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in the past year. Our worship will be filled with glori-
ous music and joyful words, deep thanksgiving for 
the gifts of this good place. And, next week we will 
participate in an ancient Christian practice. We will 
commit a portion of our resources to God’s work in 
this place. We will do so out of gratitude and out of a 
conviction that it is indeed time for Second to shine. 
As you prayerfully consider your commitment to your 
church, consider also how this place enables, empow-
ers, and encourages you to shine. Consider the gift of 
this community in your life, and the gift of meaning 
and purpose it is to be a light to the world.

 And then, consider your own call to use what 
you have to make a difference, to add some flavor and 
shed some light. I promise you this, when each one of 
us fully commits to God’s work in this place, anything 
is possible. Even the darkest places in your life can be 
flooded with light when you join your flickering flame 
to those of others in this community. You are the light 
of the world. Second, it’s time. Time to shine. Amen.

 http://www.abpnews.com/opinion/item/8824-the-shocking-un-
truth-about-church-budgets#.Ui8LYGTXgzK


