Fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time
February 6, 2010

In today’s Gospel reading, we hear Jesus challenge his disciples to be “salt of the earth” and “light of the world” to others.  The metaphors of salt and light helped stress the importance of performing “good deeds” for others.  But for Jesus, acts of charity and compassion toward others are not ends in themselves.  We are called to serve others—to be salt and light—so all will “glorify” God.  Serving others and glorifying God fosters unity in our community of faith.

So, when Jesus says that we are the light of the world, it is not so much a flattering remark, but a mandate to the dispel darkness.  That means frankly that we do not have the luxury of participating in the darkness.  Rather truth must lure us.  Prayer must guide us.  And education must shape us to be critical thinkers, wise as cunning serpents.  The passive pew Christian is not an option today, perhaps because there is too much darkness.  There must be upright honesty in the workplace, patriotic civility in government, efforts made toward peace in the Middle East, care for the immigrants, there must be loyalty to the oppressed and solidarity with those searching for jobs in an economy that has gone grossly south. America is limping and the American dream is blurred, the poor are among us standing in lines for meals and warm coats holding unpaid utilities bills.  Our St. Vincent de Paul societies work tirelessly behind the scenes helping some keep their homes and apartments.  There is a light that is being held out in the heart of darkness.  But it is hardly enough.

It was Pope John Paul II who, in 1987, wrote a powerful encyclical on social justice called, On Social Concerns.  The Pope spoke for the first time about “structures of sin.”  These structures were bigger than individual sin, but grew out of colluding with small lies, quiet deceits, and looking away when systemic scams took the shirt off some poor guy’s back.  When a business sees that what is wrong is really right, this infiltrates into the cultural systems in which we live. Over time injustices grow, structures build upon idolatry of money, ideologies, class, and technology.  The encyclical insists that these structures block human growth and development.  These blocks must be identified by the Christian community, which entails necessarily true conversion and a relationship with God.  Part of being light means that we recognize that we are, all over the world, interdependent.  BP’s oil spill affects your fishing industry, the water’s purity, the shoreline, and the wild life!  This form of awareness is called solidarity, which the encyclical insists moves us past feeling bad for people and cultures, but rather compels the Christian heart to commit itself to the common good, that is to say to the good of all.  John Paul insists that what hinders this development of movement toward the common good is that thirst for power and for profit that we in America have become all too familiar with.  The light that we bear within our hearts, the part of us that is a city on a hill is that part of us dedicated to an attitude of commitment to the good of our neighbor with a readiness to lose ourselves for the sake of others.

Jesus is light.  We, humbling as it sounds, reflect his light in a world, a culture, often at war with the Christian moral ethos.  Our world is marked by suspicion, hatred, war, rivalry, injustice, destructive sensuality, and lurid pornography.  We are in our own caverns of darkness, and Jesus says be light there!  We give direction like a light house that invites the ships to port in murky fog.  We are clarity givers, wise people pointing toward goodness and an alternative vision.  We love. We give off light.  We offer hope to the poor.  We give off light.  We work together to eradicate ignorance.  We give off light.  We stand in the rivers of non-violence.  We give off light.  We shelter the oppressed and clothe the naked.  We give off light.  All, according to Isaiah provide payoffs...the greatest being that the glory of the Lord will be our rearguard.  God has our backs!

The winter darkness challenges us to dream again and to resurrect the spirit of common good.  It requires creativity and risk, but in the end the glory of the Father lives in our goodness.  Light prevails.
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