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Isaiah 58:7-10, 1 Corinthians 2:1-5, Matthew 5:13-16, Psalm 112, For the upright, our God shines like a lamp in the dark.

A few years ago, Pope Francis declared 2015-2016 to be a Year of Mercy throughout the Church. His actual proclamation of that year was entitled Misericordiae Vultus, or the Face of Mercy. And according to Francis, he wanted the year to be a time when everyone in the Church would come to see the face of Jesus as the face of God as the face of Mercy. 


Now Mercy can have a lot of meanings. Probably when we think of mercy, we automatically couple it with forgiveness. But Mercy is so much bigger than that. Mercy is really another word for an all-encompassing compassion. And Mercy is at the heart of our readings today.

In our first reading, we come upon God speaking through the prophet Isaiah, just a few verses after the people have been complaining to God that he never hears their prayers. Their exact words in a few preceding verses are: “Why do we fast and you don’t even look our way? Why do we mortify ourselves and you never even notice us?”. God’s reply is sharp and swift. “It’s because you  seek your own pleasure on your fast days while you exploit all your workers. It seems the only purpose of your fast is to give you time to quarrel and squabble and strike viciously with your fist. Do you really call that fasting or prayer, and do you think I like it?” And then come the words of today’s reading. Here’s the fast that moves my heart, says the Holy One. Share your bread.  Feed the hungry. Clothe the naked. Shelter the homeless. God’s not interested in the rituals of fasting unless those rituals are grounded in lives of mercy. Be compassionate to those who are afflicted. And the Face of Mercy will shine her light on you. In the words of today’s reading, “When you do these things, Light will rise for you .in the darkness, and the gloom will become for you like midday.” 
That was Isaiah’s message to the Israelites, and it’s Jesus’ Gospel message to us today as well. When you let others see what it means to act like a Child of God, your life will give light to the world. Be light, Jesus tells us, but not only light -- be salt as well.


We all know about the unhealthy consequences of too much salt in our diets. But we also know that salt seasons and preserves life.  Today  we hear Jesus say to his disciples, and to us --  You are the salt of the earth. You’re light, certainly. But just as importantly, you’re also salt. Like salt, you take whatever is bland, and you turn it into something spicy and appealing. Like salt, you take whatever is delicate and fragile, and you preserve it in strength. Like salt, you hold the tension among the many flavors in a stew, and you make it something unforgettable. Like Dorothy Day and  Martin Luther King Jr. … like St. John XXIII, Nelson Mandela and  Harvey Milk …like  Greta Thunberg, Malala, and Amanda Gorman … like all the salty prophets, you are catalytic. And maybe you’re even dangerous, as your light and your salt of your compassion continue to shape the spiraling evolution of the cosmos. 

But let’s not think that this invitation  to be light and salt is only an individual call to follow Jesus on the path of mercy. There’s more to the call than that. Sr. Simone Campbell has said that during all the Nuns on the Bus tours that have been happening annually since 2012, the one thing she has learned is that, and I quote her here, “The call that our nation seems most  hungry for is to be communal.”  And she goes on to say “The journey of the First World in the 21st century is to move away from individualism and self-satisfaction and live in relationship without fear of the other or the unknown.”
   There’s a longitudinal research study out of Harvard on the nature of human happiness  that began in 1938 during the Great Depression and that continues even today. You can imagine the number of variables that have been examined in this study over 80+ years and thousands of participants.. But the one variable that always emerges as #1, most important to human happiness and human functioning, is being in relationships. More than social class, IQ or even genetics, it seems that we are happiest when we live and work and walk in relationship with others. To paraphrase Sr. Simone Campbell, the call we are hungry for is to walk with each other as salt and light, as we bring about the kin-dom of God. 
Pope Francis has called Mercy “the beating heart of the Gospel.” And that heartbeat is strongest, clearest, loudest when we are salt and light – when we are all-encompassing compassion -- together. 
In our lifetimes, the call to  be the salt and light in relationship with others may never be heard more clearly than in the days we’re currently living. And the responsibility to be people who work for peace, justice, and compassion may never be greater. We do it individually, and we do it collectively. But what we don’t do is sit on our laurels and take anything for granted. 
Jesus hasn’t called us to be Mrs. Dash Herbal Seasoning or Adolph’s Salt Substitute. Jesus has called us to be the real deal, to be salt. So let’s take that call to heart today, and commit to live it in our lives as fully as we can, in ways large and small. And let’s hold in our hearts those marching order words we sang at the beginning of our celebration this afternoon – As a fire is meant for burning with a bright and warning flame, so the church – that’s us – is meant for mission – salt and light – giving glory to God’s name. Amen!    
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