Homily: 5th Sunday in Ord. Time (A)
Is. 58: 7-10;  1 Cor. 2: 1-5  &  Mt. 5: 13-16
Last Sunday, we celebrated Candlemas – the feast of the Presentation of the Lord. We heard of the forty-day old child Jesus being brought to the Temple, and there being greeted by Simeon as “the light of revelation to the gentiles, and the glory of God’s people Israel” (cf. Lk.2:32). In our candlelit chapel, we too greeted him as our light – that “light that shines in the darkness, that light the darkness could not overpower” (cf. Jn.1:5).
This morning’s gospel picks up again on that theme of light. That passage comes just after the great Beatitudes at the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew’s gospel – indeed, we would have heard the Beatitudes last Sunday, had the feast not intervened. When I first read the gospel earlier this week, two rather different images immediately came to mind: the first a lighthouse, the second Durham Cathedral – a building I know at least some of you know very well. 
Pondering that first image of the lighthouse, I know I have bored you a fair bit this year about my childhood in Dover, but one of the most fascinating buildings in the town is its Roman lighthouse or Pharos. Built in the 1st century, possibly as early as 50AD, it still stands to a height of 80ft on the cliffs within the castle, and is unique in the UK – its survival probably due to its use as a bell-tower, attached to the Anglo-Saxon church alongside it. Originally, it had a twin on the Western side of the Roman harbour, but only rubble remains of that today. It is such a significant building that my school emblem was the Pharos, our school motto “Fiat Lux” – Let there be light! – and our school hymn the one we sang as our Entrance hymn this morning[footnoteRef:1]. It strikes me that lighthouses have a variety of functions. A single light acts as a beacon – either as a sign of welcome as one draws near to harbour, or, and perhaps more commonly, as a sign of danger, marking the place where rocks or reefs hide, or sandbanks lurk. But a pair of lights, as with the twin Pharos at Dover, has a slightly different function. The paired lights act as guides; steering a course between them will bring you safely to the mouth of the harbour, safe to port. [1:   “Thou whose almighty word...” (Moscow)] 

And thinking of the functions of lighthouses made me see Jesus’ words in – well – a new light. The Lord speaks of the lamp lit and placed on a lampstand, giving light to all in the house (cf. Mt.5:15). That lamp too has a “function”. But it is a humble light – it does not shine for its own glorification, despite its exalted position. Rather, it is an enabling light, it shines for others. It is raised up so as to allow others to do what they need to, raised up and shining to allow others to flourish. It is a humble light.
And it was those words of Jesus: “a city built on a hilltop cannot be hidden” (Mt. 5:14b) which made me think of Durham Cathedral. Anyone who has ever arrived in Durham by train, or walked along the Wear by Prebend’s Bridge, will, I am sure, have been staggered by the overwhelming view of the Cathedral towering from its cliff-top eminence, dominating the city – certainly nothing hidden. And, for more than 1,000 years, that “city on a hilltop” has been a beacon of Christian faith, a centre of pilgrimage, a place of study and prayer. Perhaps it was our Benedictine Day last Saturday, along with my memories of Durham, but again, I found myself pondering Jesus’ words in a new way. For a city is a place of multitudes, a place of crowds – not of the solitary. Even Athanasius, in describing the many monasteries which grew up around St Anthony of Egypt, attracted by his holy example, implies that “the desert became a city” (cf. Vita Antonii, c.14). And a Christian community, a Christian city, should be a place where our little lights are shared to become a greater light, a place where we truly serve God and neighbour, a place where we learn – with each other and from each other – how to be better disciples of Christ.
And Jesus gives us one more image in the gospel – that of salt. Salt is amazing stuff, highly prized in the ancient world, even if we have a slightly ‘on-off’ relationship with it today. A little salt adds savour to the blandest of foodstuffs – think of the Scots with porridge or Br Jarek’s breakfast egg – bringing delight from the boring fare of everyday. It was also the earliest preservative – drying meat and fish to keep them edible, defending against corruption and decay. Even though Jesus seems dismissive about it, putting salt down in cold conditions helps stop the formation of ice by lowering the freezing point of water, saving drivers and pedestrians from peril. Without salt, our cells cease to function, our nervous systems can no longer conduct electricity. Salt is crucial to life as we know it.
And what is perhaps most amazing is who Jesus is addressing when he speaks these words, when he uses these images. If he were speaking of himself, they would be readily comprehensible – but of course he is not. Rather, in the midst of the crowd, he is speaking to his disciples – untutored, unlettered, inexperienced in mission – he hasn’t even selected the Twelve yet in Matthew’s narrative. He is speaking to those who have formed some sort of relationship with him: the four he has directly called, those who have been set on fire by his call to repentance and now follow him, perhaps even some of those desperate enough to seek him out, since they know their need of healing. And those addresses are very direct: “You are the salt of the earth; you are the light of the world” – not “one day you might be...” or “with a bit of training, you could become...” And I think the Lord can say this simply because of that relationship that has formed, because of their bond with him. It is not a perfect relationship yet. It is not the relationship it will be after the day of Pentecost when He anoints them with the Spirit after his Resurrection. Yet that relationship with the Lord – no matter how fragile – is what makes them share already in his mission, in his power.
And, of course, since it is Christ himself who speaks whenever his gospel is proclaimed, he addresses those words to us today, to us who also have that relationship with him. We too are already ‘light for the world’ – a light which guides, which warns, which welcomes, that humble light which enables others. And the closer our relationship with Christ, the brighter that light will shine. We are already citizens of that ‘city on the hilltop’ – learning with and from each other to share the light, to share our burdens, to share our skills. We are already ‘salt of the earth’ – bringing flavour and delight to those whose lives we touch. And the closer our relationship with Christ, the richer the flavour, the more the delight – for others and for ourselves.
And so, as we approach the altar this morning, to receive the Body and Blood of Christ which is both the pledge of our salvation and the bond of love between us, Christ’s servants and our living Lord, let us pray that – through his grace and through our ever-deepening relationship with him – we may become “light in the Lord, walking as children of light” (cf. Eph.5:8) to the glory of God the Father. Amen.
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