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 I’m not sure where I’ve heard this, but somewhere along the way I’ve been told that 
when we get to heaven we won’t be asked if we believed the right things or said all the right 
prayers. We’ll be asked what we did for people around us in need. Now, that might be a 
summary of the story in Matthew 25 about the King separating the sheep from the goats at the 
final judgement, a story we can talk about another day.  
 
 Except to say, that Jesus’ parable in Matthew may have its roots in this passage from 
Isaiah. The people of Israel aren’t experiencing Judgement Day, but in some ways what they’re 
going through is worse. It’s not known exactly when this message is given, during the exile or 
after it, but it follows a trauma that has nearly destroyed their society. When Babylon invaded, 
Israel suffered the destruction of their capital, Jerusalem; the destruction of the temple, the center 
of their religious life; and the forced removal of the leadership in their society. It was 
devastating. And it left them wondering if their God was also broken.  
 
 They were angry and hurt and feeling abandoned. That’s not some imagined day of 
judgement. They were left with nothing, and they were desperate to understand why: “Why do 
we fast, but you do not see? Why humble ourselves, but you do not notice?” They’re beginning 
to wonder if it’s worth it for them to bother with a God who doesn’t seem interested in protecting 
them. Their argument is: they went through all the motions, they said all the right things, 
followed all the right rituals but they’re still left with nothing.  
 
 And the answer they receive is sort of shocking. Turns out it’s not enough, or better, it’s 
misguided, to rely on beliefs and piety to improve society or impress God. They want their 
institutions back. They want everything to return to the way it was. One big difference between 
what Isaiah is saying and what we often hear in the gospels is Isaiah is focused on the whole 
society and not the individual. Jesus’ life tends to be about his one-on-one interactions. 
Individuals are brought to belief by their personal encounters with Jesus. For Isaiah the whole 
society is involved in redemption. They have to shift their whole worldview, their ethos, if they 
want to experience shalom.  
 
 As Franciscan priest Richard Rohr might say, they have to move from orthodoxy to 
orthopraxy, from right belief to right practice. That means re-directing their efforts from 
preserving their institutions to preserving the well-being of their most vulnerable, to loosing the 
bonds of injustice, undoing the thongs of the yoke, letting the oppressed go free.  
 

Every now and then a society comes to a crossroads, to a point where the choices being 
made will reveal their deepest commitments. I think we reached that point in our country in 
2008. Our economy was on the brink of collapse because of practices in our financial system that 
generated tremendous risk and made it precarious. We made the choice to preserve our banking 
institutions through a multibillion dollar bailout that did very little to relieve the circumstances of 
people who lost their homes. And since then wealth has moved more and more toward the upper 



1% and the gap between rich and poor has grown. The need to preserve the institutions and the 
mechanisms of the economy outweighed the need to make people’s lives whole. With some 
creativity both could have been done, but once the institutions were safe, people were largely left 
to fend for themselves.  

 
That’s the breach Isaiah is talking about. It’s the chasm between wealthy and poor, call it 

a wealth gap or income inequality, whatever we call it it’s a disparity that isn’t inevitable but 
could be corrected if we were committed to doing that. Recently I’ve been reading a couple of 
books that give some insight into the roots and effects of that breach. In his book The Color of 
Law, Richard Rothstein gives an account of how housing and lending policies at the federal level 
have been used to impose residential segregation across the country and prevented African 
Americans from participating in the housing market and accessing the main source of wealth in 
the majority of white households through home ownership. It is an eye-opening history. It’s hard 
to believe today how deeply discrimination in the north and south penetrated every facet of 
financial life, by law, not just by custom or prejudice. And even though those policies have 
changed the effects are still being felt generations later.  

 
Another book I’ve just begun is The Third Reconstruction by William J. Barber II. It’s 

his memoir of the Moral Mondays movement that began in North Carolina in 2013 to protest 
voter suppression legislation passed by that state’s government. Barber talks about the power of 
moral language in the public square to instruct people in power and bring them to a new 
understanding of the effects of their decisions on the most vulnerable. He and his colleagues 
have been arrested repeatedly for gathering at the state capitol building in Raleigh. Nevertheless, 
they continued to gather to pray and protest, and some of the measures that were passed have 
been reversed. But there are more streets to construct, more breaches to repair.  

 
But as Rothstein points out in his book and Barber demonstrates in his activism change 

requires something of us. We have to put our own comfort on the line. “Bringing the homeless 
poor into your house” means making room for people in our society whom we tend to ignore. It 
means taking on new practices and giving up cherished beliefs and privileges.  

 
Jesus tells his disciples they are salt and light for the world. Those metaphors can open 

our imaginations to all sorts of possibilities. Salt is more than seasoning, it’s not just an extra 
added to our food to make it more interesting. Salt is a necessity. Without salt in the right 
proportion in our bodies none of us could live. In the ancient world without salt to preserve meat 
and fish, people would starve. Being salt is a way of bringing something essential to make living, 
life that’s whole and lasting, possible. When we stand with the vulnerable, when we insist on 
policies that can close the wealth gap, that can expand access to healthcare, that can put food on 
tables and make people’s lives more secure, we are being salt for the world; we’re helping to 
preserve life and add flavor to living. 

 
Light in the ancient world, like now, was necessary for safety. When Jesus says, “You are 

the light of the world,” he’s putting into our hands the responsibility to show the way out of 
darkness through our commitment to the least, the lost and the lonely. We do that through the 
ways we behave that offer dignity and hope to people in need. That’s what Barber and his 



colleagues were doing every Monday on the steps of the North Carolina state capitol and what 
he’s doing now through the Poor People’s Campaign as an advocate for justice.  

 
Jesus offers his disciples a path to fulfill Isaiah’s call. The way of salt and light isn’t 

about individual improvement or cosmetic changes in society. It’s about complete transformation 
that overcomes injustice and breaks the yoke of oppression. There are no half measures with 
God. God isn’t offering Israel a future that’s just a repeat of their past. God is offering them a 
new world. And we should settle for nothing less. By becoming salt and light in the world, by 
giving of ourselves and putting ourselves on the line, risking our own comfort and security, God 
can work through us to bring dignity and hope.  

 
Amen 


