Sermon Delivered by the Rev. Cristina Rathbone 

The Cathedral Church of St Paul, Boston. February 6, 2011

Matthew 5:13-20

13“You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot. 14“You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. 15No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16In 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. 

17“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill. 18For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished. 19Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others to do the same, will be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 

Many years ago, before I was interested even a little bit in religion, I heard a story that made me nod knowingly.  I don't remember where I heard it and I spent a little time looking for traces of it on the internet this week but came up empty handed.  So here’s my version, as best as I can remember it now:  

 A long, long time ago a poor stranger entered a village. He was different, this man, from the people who lived in the village. He had a way about him that made people feel deeply well when they were with him.  What was most astonishing about this stranger, though, was the amazing thing he made each night.  It was beautiful: gold and red and yellow and it danced and swayed -- and warmed the people too, and transformed food from something to be gobbled down into something to delight in. The man called this apparition 'fire' and for a while its presence transformed the lives of the villagers.  Overjoyed, they welcomed the stranger into their village and he shared with them the secrets of the tinderbox he carried in his sac.

 After a time, the stranger moved on.  He left them the tinder box though, and, because it was so precious, the villagers gave it to their priests to take into the temple for safekeeping.  For a time, people continued to bring it out of the church to light fires in the fields and the village square, but as the years went by they did this less and less and pretty soon it got so the tinderbox stayed where it was, in the temple, unused.  Over time, people forgot that the tinder box had any kind of purpose at all and they began to worship it as an end in itself, forgetting that it was simply a tool, a means to an end far more extraordinary and vital than anything that could ever be contained in the temple. Finally  by the time two, maybe three, generations had passed,  most of the villagers thought of fire and the man who had once brought it to them, as little more than elements of a fable, a pretty notion for children and old people to believe in; a comfort for them, the stronger folks told themselves, during the endless harsh reality of cold days and long nights in that far-away village, a long time ago. 

 It's a bit of a sad story – a story that starts well and then fizzles out -- my children said rather disappointed, when I told it to them last week. But I tell it today nonetheless because I think it gets to the heart of what Jesus is trying to warn us about in the gospel passage we heard from Matthew today.  Salt is precious, Jesus says, but if it’s left to sit on a shelf rather than being used, it soon becomes worthless. Like the tinderbox, in other words, salt is a tool not an end in itself  -- and the same can be said for religion as well.  Jesus speaks these words just as he is beginning his own formal ministry after all and he was clearly aware of the dangers inherent in trying to frame something as vital and life giving as the power of the living God.  Certainly the religious professionals of his time often seemed to forget that religion was a means to an end, not the end in itself. We hear time and time again of Jesus’ distress at the ways they sometimes placed the well being of their tradition over both those they were supposed to serve, and the igniting reality of the One in whose name they were established in the first place. So it was that he said these possibly harsh words: “You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste… It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot.”
The difficulty is, of course that the mistakes made by the Scribes and the Chief Priests and Pharisees of Jesus' time didn't end with them. Mistaking the means for the end, in fact, is what seems to happen to all institutions after a time, religious or otherwise.  After more than 2000 years, it has certainly happened – not once, but a thousand times, a hundred thousand times -- within Christianity itself. This is why, I think, so many people who are otherwise engaged in making the world a more just and beautiful and sustainable place so often stay away.  If they do look inside they too often see us worshipping the tinderbox instead of the fire, and then they leave, saddened, I know, and seemingly confirmed in their fear that the reality of God's transforming love is nothing more than a fable – like the villagers’ vague notion of fire -- comforting for some, but not real.

And the tragedy of course is that this isn’t true! 
Here's the thing: the purpose of organized religion is not to make religion itself glorious or successful, or great, anymore than the purpose of salt is to draw attention to it’s own flavor.  Instead, the purpose of religion – it's so simple, but it’s good to remind ourselves of it every now and then nonetheless  – is to make room for and offer tools to help with the process of connection – both with one another and with the reality of God. 

So I'm here today to say just one simple thing -- mostly to those who don't come around much, but also to those of you who do, and who right now need more than anything to find a way to make contact with the reality of God's presence -- and it is this:  If the Church seems too often to be wrapped up in itself; if it sometimes seems as if we're more interested in the institution than in helping to unleash the liberating power of God's love for us all; if we sometimes forget, in other words, that we are simply a means, not the end in itself… please try to forgive us.  And please also know this: that the reality of God is impinged upon not one iota by our too human clumsiness.  Just as was the case in the story I began with, the fire is real – very real.  I know because I have seen it, and  tasted it and touched it and felt it, and because I know many of you have as well. This is why when my kids asked me the other night what I would do with my life if I could do anything at all – anything they said no limitations– I found myself sitting back in my chair and saying, just a little taken aback: “What I am doing right now.” Because despite all the ways we get it wrong every day, and they are myriad, we get it right sometimes too. Just look around at this amazing gathering of people here today: Chinese and Anglo and Carribean and Latin, old and young, straight and gay, rich and poor, housed and un-housed – it’s difficult for me to think of another cause that would bring us together so readily. Because the fact is that in the end we most of us don’t gather here for the sake of the Church, or for any institutional purpose at all for that matter. Instead we gather here because we dare hope that by doing so we might more deeply allow ourselves be loved, and enlivened, and guided by the One who created us all in the first place, the One we call God, the saltiest salt, the gentlest and clearest of light, and the deepest desire of our own innermost hearts.











---- Amen
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