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“You will be called, “Mender of broken walls, restorer of liveable streets.’” 
       Isaiah 58:12 
 
Last Sunday, our own Russell Fericks preached a powerful sermon from this 
pulpit.  I want to quote just a paragraph from it and use that as a place to jump in 
this week.  I think there is a second shoe that needs dropping and it’s in the text 
set for today. 
 
What does WPC do when the world is unsettled . . . How do we respond when 

circumstances disrupt our sense of who we are as a congregation, or as individual 

disciples?  When we are out of sorts with the world around us . . .  How do we preserve 

ourselves as salt of the earth . . . when the chips are down . . . Matthew 5 has an answer.   

 
Let me offer a little background to Jesus’s injunction about salt and light. The 
indigenous people of Galilee in the first century AD were living under the boot 
heal of the Romans.  Now, the Romans were known for equating peace with 
stability, and stability, for the Romans, meant allowing nothing and nobody to 
question their absolute authority.   
 
If the subject peoples they ruled thought of themselves as of no more value than 
rocks or bushes that was all to the good according to the Romans, because they 
were always a huge minority among the subject peoples they ruled in the cities 
where they were stationed.  Though they never said this publically, these 
“mighty” Romans were pretty darn terrified of being overrun by the masses.     
 
Into this world, Jesus brought a message to those masses the Romans tried to 
cow into submission – that message, as Russ reminded this church last week, 
was, “You are the salt of the earth – you are the light of the world.”   
 
Jesus added the following qualifier to that pronouncement: “If the salt has lost its 
taste, how shall its saltiness be restored?  You are the light of the world. A city 
set on a hill cannot be hid ... Let your light so shine before all people, that they 
may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.” 
 
That day, Jesus looked out on the people and he was filled with compassion. 
They looked to him like sheep without a shepherd to him.  And he wanted them 
to know they were more than sheep in a world that had so many ways to try to 
keep them sheep.   
 
One of the key lessons of life is to learn how to say “No” to thinking we’re little 
midgets, and “No” to all the forces we meet that might want to keep us down.   
 



I’m saying this now because it’s February, and we still have a snow-storm or two 
to endure until it’s Spring again here in Utah.  The cold and the haze can make 
us forget how nice it can be here, sometimes. Yes, and this time of year, some of 
us suffer from a haziness inside us, too. Our spirits get affected by the weather.   
 
You know, religion has long personified evil as red hot, pointy tailed, pitch fork 
carrying. But my sense of evil is more subtle, and it’s essential message to us is 
often just this: “You’re a nothing. You’re nothing now, and until this moment, 
you’ve never amounted to anything either. More than that, you will never amount 
to anything in this life, no matter how long you live and how hard you try.”  
 
I think this because I get that tape playing in my head from time to time myself.  
It’s pretty insidious. I think Jesus understood this to be true about all of us, too. 
That’s why he told his disciples, and all who gathered around him, about us being 
those two essential things:  salt and light.   
 
All of us have heard, at one time or another, that when someone says something 
negative to us (especially something negative about who we are) that it takes ten 
positive statements about ourselves to even begin to erase the impact of the one 
negative statement.  I am guessing that Jesus understood this about us.   
 
He said and did many things that push us beyond our comfort zones and 
challenge us to live more fully as God intends for us to live.  Yes, but at the 
beginning of the Sermon on the Mount, he starts with the positive.  He simply 
affirms that we are salt and we are light. 
 
I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of the late great Baptist minister, Howard 
Thurman, but during Black History month you should hear about him in church.  
Howard Thurmond attributed much of his own sense of dignity and vocation to 
his grandmother, a former slave, who repeated to her young grandson a 
message she had heard in worship.  Over and over she told him, ‘You are 
somebody!’”  She was bearing witness to her grandson of an essential gospel 
truth. 

Years later, then a parent himself, traveling through the South in the 1950’s, 
Thurman and his family stopped to rest for a few moments at a park along the 
highway.  His daughters immediately spotted a swing set on a playground in the 
park and pulled their father toward it to swing.  They couldn’t read the sign that 
warned that this playground was “For whites only by state law.”   

Sadly but patiently, Thurman told his little girls that they could not play there and 
explained why.  This was their first real encounter with the cruelty of racism, and 
they instantly burst into tears.  So, just as his grandmother had done when he 
was a child, Thurman sat his little girls down, and then he gathered them into a 
warm embrace and said this to them:  



 

‘Listen to me, all of you, you are somebody. Every one of you beautiful girls is a 
somebody. In fact, you are so important and so valuable to God, and so powerful 
too, that it takes the governor of Louisiana, the lieutenant governor, and the 
whole state police force to keep you little girls off those swings.”  

You are somebody.  This is the Gospel truth.  You are somebody.  You are salt 
of the earth and light for the world.  You wholeheartedly embody the image of 
God. 

But, Jesus says, the salt can lose its savor.  We can forget why we are here.  We 
do that when we are tempted to believe one of two things.  1) that other people 
are here for us, (not us for them).  Or, 2) when we think life is just a random 
collection of molecules and happenstance with no meaning.      
 
All of us fall into those two categories sometimes.  We all get stale, and hazy in 
our heads once in a while.  It’s good to be reminded about the salt thing.   
It’s good to be reminded we are light, too.  Light that is meant to guide and 
protect others. 
 
Now, I want to tell you something else; it’s something you already know:  
sometimes life itself reminds us of this truth. You don’t need a preacher to remind 
you. Your life is full of reminders. Here’s a true story to show you exactly what I 
mean.  This comes from Steve Williams of Cardiff, in Wales. Steve is a taxi 
driver. 
 
I arrived at the address and honked the horn. After waiting a few minutes I 
honked again. Since this was going to be my last fare of my shift I thought about 
just driving away, but instead I put the car in park and walked up to the door and 
knocked. 'Just a minute', answered a frail, elderly voice. I could hear something 
being dragged across the floor. 
 
After a long pause, the door opened. A small woman, apparently in her 90's, 
stood before me. She was wearing a print dress and a pillbox hat with a veil 
pinned on it, like somebody out of a 1940's movie. By her side was a small nylon 
suitcase.  
 
The apartment looked as if no one had lived in it for years. All the furniture was 
covered with sheets. There were no clocks on the walls, no knickknacks or 
utensils on the counters. In the corner was a cardboard box filled with photos and 
glassware. 
 
'Would you carry my bag out to the car?' she said. I took the suitcase to the cab, 
then returned to assist her. 
 



She took my arm and we walked slowly toward the curb. 
 
She kept thanking me for my kindness. 'It's nothing', I told her. 'I just try to treat 
my passengers the way I would want my mother to be treated.' 
 
'Oh, you're such a fine boy, she said. When we got in the cab, she gave 
me an address and then asked, 'Could you drive through downtown?' 
 
'It's not the shortest way,' I answered quickly. 'Oh, I don't mind,' she said. 'I'm in 
no hurry. The address I gave you is a nursing facility.’ 
 
I looked in the rear-view mirror. Her eyes were glistening. 'I don't have any family 
left,' she continued in a soft voice.' The doctor says I probably don't have very 
long.'  I quietly reached over and shut off the meter. 
 
'What route would you like me to take?' I asked. 
 
For the next two hours, we drove through the city. She showed me 
the former department store where she had once worked as an elevator 
operator. 
 
We drove through the neighborhood where she and her husband had lived when 
they were newlyweds She had me pull up in front of a furniture warehouse that 
had once been a ballroom where she had gone dancing as a girl. 
 
Sometimes she'd ask me to slow in front of a particular building or corner and 
she would sit staring into the darkness, saying nothing at all. 
 
As the first hint of sun was creasing the horizon, she suddenly said, 'I'm tired. 
Let's go now.’ 
 
We drove in silence to the address she had given me. It was a low building, 
like a small convalescent home, with a driveway that passed under a portico. 
 
Two orderlies came out to the cab as soon as we pulled up. They were 
solicitous and intent, watching her every move. They must have been expecting 
her. 
 
I opened the trunk and took the small suitcase to the door. The woman was 
already seated in a wheelchair. 
 
'How much do I owe you?' She asked, reaching into her purse. 
 
'Nothing,' I said 
 
'You have to make a living,' she answered. 



 
'I have plenty of other passengers,' I responded. 
 
Almost without thinking, I bent and gave her a hug. She held onto me tightly. 
 
'You gave an old woman a little moment of joy,' she said. 'Thank you.' 
 
I squeezed her hand, and then walked into the light of morning. Behind me, a 
door shut. It was the sound of the closing of a life. 
 
I didn't pick up any more passengers that shift. For a while, I drove aimlessly lost 
in thought. What if that woman had gotten an angry driver, or one who was 
impatient to end his shift? What if I had refused to take the run, or had honked 
once, then driven away? 
 
On a quick review, I don't think that I have done anything more important in my 
life. 
 
We're conditioned by sports and news programs to think that our lives revolve 
around great moments. But great moments often catch us unaware; beautifully 
wrapped in what others may consider small ones. That’s what Jesus had in mind, 
I think, when he called us “salt and light.”  See, you don’t have to be Mother 
Teresa, or Martin Luther King Jr. 
 
No, you just have to be “you” to be what Jesus had in mind, to be the most 
splendid creature on God’s earth. Just be you and attentive to whomever God 
sends your way at the end of your shift, or any moment you are least expecting a 
holy opportunity.   
 
There is so much strength and purpose available to us when we wake up to who 
we really are, you know.  And this is true for every one of us.  No exceptions.   
 
Now, let me point out one more thing.  The call to be salt and light sometimes 
has its greatest effect when we take action as a community of Christ.  I mean, 
Jesus was talking to a large group of followers that day in Galilee.   
 
He was following an edict from the text in Isaiah 58 we heard read this morning.  
There the prophet tells God’s people to quit being merely religious and to busy 
themselves with the task of repairing the fabric of the world.  He said, “I know you 
people like fasting, but the fast God wants his people to engage in involves 
working to make the world a more habitable place.   
 
He says, don’t just engage in religious sacrifice, take up what we might 
understand to be a Christian calling. And I love this part, he says, if you do this,  
“You will be called, ‘Mender of broken walls, restorer of liveable streets.’” 
 



Let me close with one recent example of how a church in Georgia decided to 
adopt that label.     
 
Last spring an India-born Muslim named Malik Waliyani bought a gas station 
and convenience store in DeKalb County, Georgia.  All went well for a few months 
and then one morning he was horrified to find that his business had been 
burglarized and worse, the hoodlems had stayed there long enough to mostly 
destroy the inside. He struggled to find a way to keep it going. But then a nearby 
Baptist Church called, Smoke Rise Baptist, heard what had happened. 
 
The following Sunday, Chris George, the pastor, told his congregation at the end 
of his sermon “Let’s shower our neighbor with love.” With that, more than 200 
members drove over to assist, mostly by making purchases. One man drove his 
car around until the gas tank was empty, so he could buy more gas.  
 
Malik Waliyani, was deeply touched.  “I couldn’t believe that I would be accepted 
so greatly by the neighbors and the community around me. They stood by me in 
my difficult time, and it gives me hope.” 
 
Afterward, Pastor Chris said . . .  

134 
“Our faith inspires us to build bridges, not to label people as us and them, but to 
recognize that we’re all part of the same family.”   
 
We are called to be salt and light – as individual citizens of this planet, and as 
communities of goodness, repairing the tears in the fabric of this world one at a 
time.  We’ll have to count on the small things to save the world.   
 
 
Amen 
 


