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       Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
278
“Ye servants of God, your Master proclaim”


308
“O breath of God, breathe on us now”


258
“Jesu, thou joy of loving hearts”


552
“Lord of all hopefulness, Lord of all joy”
_______________________________________________________________
Readings:
Isaiah 58: 1-10

Matthew 5: 13-20
“THIS IS HOW YOU GO ABOUT THINGS”
No-one passing near Stratford these days can be unaware of the way it’s changing – so rapidly and so radically.  The Olympic Games are now a mere 18 months away and everything has to be ready on time.
For years it looked as if nothing was going on.  The lower Lea Valley looked what it was – a bleak, post-industrial landscape, a brown soil site, a scar across this part of east London.
Those passers-by longed to see it transformed and showing evidence of the great things that were about to happen there.  Yet nothing seemed to be happening.  Aah!  How our eyes deceived us?  Land had been bought, architects and engineers had drawn up their plans, overhead cables had been sunk below ground, the site had been fenced off, approach roads had been built, public consultations had taken place, budgets had been settled, utilities (water, electricity, and gas) had been brought on site, sewage canals had been put in place.  All of this represented years of hard and detailed work.  Yet virtually nothing could be seen as evidence of such effort.
Once above-ground building began however of course, the transformation seemed magical.  Housing for the athletes, stadiums of varying shape and size, a media centre, landscaping – all these have now given shape and focus to the site and, matched by extraordinary developments within Stratford itself (shops, transport links, road layouts), it’s clear that the east end of London will never be the same again.

I suppose this must be a strange way to be a strange way to begin a sermon, especially one that seeks to say a word about Christian character.  Yet it provides a model for our thinking; let me explain.
The essence of Christian character lies in the heart of rather than in the merely outward observation of religious duties.  When someone tells me that he/she feels called to the ministry, for example, the very first question I ask them is always the same.  “Do you love people?” and the first quality I look for as I get to know them better is the one implied by this question.  If someone doesn’t instinctively love people then they’ll find it hard to be a minister.  For if we can’t love the people around us, human beings whom we see, how can we possibly claim to love God whom we don’t see?

And that criterion holds for all Christians, of course, not just those called to ministry.

Loving people constitutes the infrastructure of the Christian life – those aspects of character you can’t measure or quantify but without which so much else is futile.  The inner life of a believer, the integrity and constancy that underlie every outward expression – these are the unseen qualities which shape and undergird every outward expression of someone’s personality and character.

Jesus described his followers as “the light of the world”, “salt of the earth”.  And this was surely a reference to the inner qualities, the essential self, of believers.

Light is vital to our existence, we can do almost nothing without it, yet its nature is to enable us to do things.  No-one looks at light, it has little value of itself.  Its importance comes from what it allows to happen.  It’s an enabling, empowering, catalysing force for good.
So too is a Christian.  No-one looks at him or her.  Yet life is enhanced because of him/her.
And it’s the same with salt.  In the ancient world it not only added flavour to a meal but it also preserved food.  No-one ate salt or gave it any importance for itself.  Its value lies in what it adds to food by way of taste or preservation.
So it is for Christians.  It’s our role in life to add value to the life around us, to give it taste, to set a direction, to make it palatable.

To be light or salt is very difficult when you don’t love people.  To be light/salt is a way of describing the infrastructure of a believer’s life – all that depth and strength of character that lies below t he surface, out of view, disposing someone to a life of service and discipleship – a life that seeks no reward save that of knowing the we do his will.

Our religion must never become a mere matter of ticking boxes.  That’s what fasting really becomes for Isaiah’s contemporaries.  They could go through all the outward show of religion, and they fasted with a rare self-indulgence.  They drew attention to themselves .  It was as if they were saying “look at me, I’m fasting”.  Their self-mortification, their self-denial, their wearing of sack-cloth and ashes – all this spoke the language of pious observance.  Yet, the prophet suggests, at the same time, they were oppressive employers, cheats, self-interested tyrants.  Isaiah laid it on with a shovel.  If you don’t love people why do you bother to fast?  If you don’t make life fairer for other people, share your food with the hungry, take the homeless poor into your house, cloth the naked – and so much more – then what value does your religious activity amount to?  If you don’t love people, your piety isn’t worth a bar of soap.
As I cast my mind back over the churches I’ve served down the years, I can record many examples of Christians becoming like light and salt.  Richard Dawkins and his ilk may well point to atrocities done in the name of religion.  I can build a far more impressive array of services offered selflessly and out of pure love to people in need.  The list is endless but here are some examples drawn directly from my own experience:

· lunch clubs, mums and tods groups, cultural programmes;

· Boys’ and Girls’ Brigade, Scouts and Guides, youth clubs;

· detoxification centres, day centres for the homeless, addiction recovery programmes,  a bail hostel as an alternative to prison;
· educational courses, advice and referral centres, scholarships, tuition;

· good neighbourliness, solidarity with the poor, friendship;

· altruism directed overseas through Christian Aid, support for Action for Children and Methodist Homes;

· inner-city regeneration, inter-faith collaboration, ecumenical action, shaping the public debate about the society we live in.

All these things were done by people who loved people, whose hearts were in it, who deep down within them knew that we must love one another.  And when people who are salt of the earth, the light of the world, end up doing things that bring them into the public consciousness, they still manage somehow to make it clear that their action emanates from God who deserves all the glory.  For it is God who stirs our hearts and blesses our lives.
We need to invest in the infrastructure of our spiritual lives before daring to put out the more eye-catching or noticeable “fruits” that go with it.  And a cautionary tale comes, as you might expect these days, from Haiti.

I’ve been speaking to many groups in these last weeks about the ongoing situation in Haiti.  And one question gets repeated time and again by people showing some impatience at the lack of visible progress there.  “What happened to all that money that was raised for Haiti?” they ask.  Others want to see immediate results, the joyous faces of Haitian people (especially children) smiling their gratitude at our philanthropy.  Instead of which, they get those boring old pictures of people still living in those wretched and ragged tents.

The answer to their question is simple.  “All that money” has kept over a million people alive for a year whilst the world frowns, scratches its head, snaps its purse shut, washes its hands, goes cool, looks for something more interesting.  And those poor people are likely to be living under canvas for a lot longer yet.  The international community and the Haitian government seem to be totally unable to solve the problem. 

Haiti shows us how wrong it can be for us to expect the wrong results for our philanthropy and the investment of our meagre resources in solving the needs of the world.  Infrastructure has to be built first.  The more glamorous and photogenic outcomes will have to wait till later.
Do you love people?  That question again.  If you do, then give to the homeless and the victims and the suffering without seeking to buttress your own pride.  Do it for its own sake.  You are the light of the world – your activity is an enabling force.  You are salt of the earth, you add value to life and enrich the experience of those whose lives you touch.

God help us in the development of our Christian character.  Amen
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