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Welcome back, friends! Welcome back to Birmingham First on this Kick-off Sunday! I’m so 

glad that you are here. Turn to your neighbor and say, “Welcome back!” Turn to another 

neighbor and say, “Where have you been?” Now tell them! 

 

It’s good to be back together with you again this week. Some of you have gone up north for the 

summer. Others may have gone overseas for a couple of weeks. Still others may have spent time 

travelling with family and friends. Some of you have been here all along, but it is good to be 

together following the summer. I don’t know about you, but I need this hour with you each week.  

It’s always a blessing in my life to be together in this sacred place with the amazing music we 

have! Speaking of music, welcome back to our choir, as well! Amen? 

 

I don’t know where the summer has taken each of you, but I told folks last week that two weeks 

ago, I found myself camping in our travel trailer up on the shores of Lake Superior on Whitefish 

Bay with Dawn, my sister, my nieces, and their family and some friends. It’s always good to get 

away for at least a week in the summer and reconnect with what’s really important in our lives, 

isn’t it? 

 

On our very last night up there, I started to put some things together as I was anticipating coming 

back home and thought, “I could do another couple of days.” Do you know the feeling as we step 

back into the fall? Could you use another few days of the relaxation that we experience in the 

summer months? That last night, I went to bed a little later in our trailer, anticipating that I’d 

wake up the next morning and pick up a couple of things before we hit the road to come back 

home. 

 

Around about four or four-thirty in the morning, Dawn starts nudging me. She says, “Elbert, 

Elbert!” I’m no good at four in the morning, so I rolled over and said, “What?” She said, “Turn 

off the fan that’s bringing air in from the outside. A skunk must have…” About that time, I 

started to choke a little as I got a good whiff myself, and sure enough, a skunk let loose 

somewhere right near our trailer. I turned off the fan and closed up the windows as Dawn told 

me that she woke up hearing what sounded like a high-pitch screeching and then smelled the 

skunk. She thought it had sprayed right under our trailer. Thank God the dog was inside sleeping. 
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I knew better than to go out at that time of the morning, but when I woke up around seven, the 

smell was still there. Upon going outside, I discovered that apparently the skunk liked the trash 

that I neglected to properly secure and something startled it in the night. Let me just say that 

when I opened the outside door in the morning, it was ripe and there was a mess. Now, just as I 

was ending my vacation, I got skunked. 

 

Packing up that morning, the smell outside just stole my joy and the relaxation from my vacation 

as I packed up knowing that there was still plenty of cleaning to do now as I headed home. 

Nothing like getting back to your homework before school starts, right? I don’t know about you, 

but there are some things that happen in life that seem to zap the Jesus right out of you, don’t 

they? 

 

As we returned back home and I got things cleaned up, I went shopping to pick up some things 

that I needed. There was a little girl about eight or nine years old standing at the counter as the 

cashier said to her, “School starts up again this week. Are you excited to get back to school?” In 

no time at all, the little girl chimed in with, “Oh, yes!  I love school. I can’t wait to go back to 

school. I get to see my friends. I’ve got a new teacher. My class is fun! I LOVE SCHOOL!” 

 

Her parents and the cashier kind of chuckled at the young girl’s excitement. I thought to myself, 

I want to be more like that! Whatever she’s had, I’ll take a double. I figure that I’m older and 

bigger, it takes a little bit more. 

 

In Matthew’s gospel, after the calling of the first disciples by the Sea of Galilee, Jesus takes them 

up a hill and begins to teach them. We have come to call these teachings the “Sermon on the 

Mount.” He begins with the beatitudes, “Blessed are they…,” reassuring them that God is with 

those who struggle most in life. Jesus knew what their life would be like in the days ahead and 

he’s preparing them for what it will now mean for them to be his disciples, to live as his 

disciples. Before he goes on to teach them some important commandments, he speaks the words 

that we hear in today’s lesson from Matthew’s gospel, chapter 5, verses 13-16: 
 

“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 

underfoot. 
 

 “You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. No one after 

lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives 

light to all in the house. In 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.1 

 

* * * * *  
 

As Jesus prepares his disciples for their ministry, he infuses them with what they are going to 

need for that journey. One of the first things that he wants them to know is who they are as they 

make that journey together. He seems to be answering the question, “What will it mean for them 

to be his disciples?” So he begins, “You are the salt of the earth.” Salt is an essential flavoring 

that we use in cooking. When it’s used in the right proportions, it brings out the best in the food. 
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It accents the natural flavors of the food. If you use too much, it makes you pucker your lips and 

need a glass of water to wash it down. If you use too little, the food is bland. 

 

M. Eugene Boring, in The New Interpreter’s Bible commentary, reminds us that salt had a 

variety of meanings beyond mere seasoning to those who would be reading Matthew’s gospel, 

including its use in sacrifices, purification, preservation of foods, and where “eating together was 

called ‘sharing salt.’” 2 Jesus is telling his disciples, “You bring out the best of God’s creation.  

You will help others taste God’s goodness more clearly. Your lives will make the difference in 

the world. You are a preservative of God’s love and grace. You keep away infection.” All of 

these images reflect what it means for the disciples to be salt in the world. 

 

Jesus also says, “You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid.”3 When you 

are flying on an airplane, you know that you are passing over a major city when you see the 

lights of that city. There are few to no lights below you when passing over farmlands or open 

ocean at night. If a city is built on a hill, you know it’s there because the lights shine out like a 

beacon for all to see in the lower lands around you. 

 

Jesus says to his new disciples, “You are like that light. Light does not draw attention to itself, 

but it illuminates the world around it so that others can see. Hey, disciples, be the light that draws 

attention to what God is doing in the world.” 

 

Jesus also says, “…but if the salt loses its saltiness, how can its saltiness be restored?” I don’t 

know about you, but I was scratching my head on this one. My memories of high school 

chemistry remind me that table salt is sodium chloride. It has the same chemical properties. You 

can’t change the chemical composition of it without some sort of chemical reaction, but then it 

most likely won’t be salt anymore or it might be a different type of salt based on the chemicals 

used, but it’s still salt. Salt is salt. How does it lose its saltiness? 

 

Boring suggests that we are right in assuming that salt cannot lose its properties as salt.  Jesus is 

not referring to some sort of chemical miracle here. Rather, salt loses its saltiness, or its effective 

properties as salt, when it is diluted down by mixing it with other elements that cause it to lose its 

ability to function as salt.4 If I take the salt and mix it back into the soil, it is no longer good for 

seasoning food, preserving food, or keeping infection away. 

 

Boring suggests that Jesus is instructing his disciples that they are “salt” and “light.” They are 

not being “challenged to try harder to be salt and light,” but are, in the present moment, salt and 

light for the world. There’s nothing more for them to do, but to become something more. They 

simply are invited to live in this new reality that Jesus has placed before them.5 

 

Friends, you are beloved children of God. There’s nothing no one can do to take that away from 

you. As a disciple of Jesus Christ, Jesus is the one who has called you to this place. You are salt 

and you are light and there’s no one who can take that from you. Here in this place, we discover 

what it means to live as disciples of Jesus Christ. Our purpose at Birmingham First is “to gather, 

nurture, and equip disciples of Jesus Christ for ministry and mission in the world.” The first 

strategic initiative of our FORWARD visioning process has been to “grow in our relationship 

with God through discipling ministries.”   
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What does it mean to be a disciple, to be salt and light for the world? A disciple of Jesus is a 

student, a follower of Jesus. It’s someone who seeks to be more like Jesus each day. It’s someone 

who wants to reflect Jesus’ light and Jesus’ love in their lives. As those who are created in God’s 

very image, we want people to see God in Jesus in us. 

 

Here at Birmingham First, we know that living like Jesus, being a disciple of Jesus, is a journey 

of creating community, transforming lives, and sharing the love of Christ. It’s a journey that 

consists of our lifetime. In our lives, we want to reflect Jesus in all that we do. That takes time, 

and we are all at different points along that journey. 

 

So, friends, we have created for ourselves a roadmap for this journey of living as disciples of 

Jesus, of living like salt and light, that we’re calling “The Discipleship Journey.” It’s in your 

bulletins this morning. Take it out and look at it with me. 

 

We’ve identified six key areas that disciples live out in their lives as they seek to become more 

like Jesus in their lives. Disciples worship, study, pray, serve, invite (others), and give 

(generously). This is how Jesus lived his own life. He worshipped God, studied with others the 

teachings of faith, prayed with others and alone, served people (especially those who needed 

God’s grace the most), invited others to join him on the journey, and he gave generously (in fact, 

the whole of his being) so that we might have life. 

 

If you look at the left-hand side of the page, you’ll find what it looks like as we begin to explore 

our faith as disciples of Jesus Christ in each of those areas. On the right side of the page, you find 

what it looks like as we are maturing in our faith as disciples. This is what it looks like to look 

more like Jesus. The struggle that we sometimes have is that we don’t know how to get from 

where we are to where we want to be as we seek to witness Jesus’ life and love more in our own 

lives each day. 

 

The Discipleship Journey provides us with a roadmap to discover where we are on the journey in 

each of these areas of worship, study, prayer, service, invitation and giving, and then invites us to 

take the next step in our walk of faith so that we might exhibit a little bit more of Jesus’ love and 

life in our daily journey. 

 

I don’t know about you, friends, but when I think of all the troubles in our world, in our own 

nation, and even in our own lives, doesn’t the world need a little bit more love, a little bit more 

life, a little bit more of Jesus. I was walking by someone in the store the other day who was 

wearing a t-shirt that said, “Y’all need Jesus!” I laughed as I thought about how the skunk made 

me feel the other week and said to myself, “I sure do.” But even more so, I need to share some 

Jesus with the world around me. 

 

Just imagine how we might change, how our community might change, and how much the world 

could be transformed if we learned to share a little bit more Jesus. 

 

Living like Jesus, who created community, transformed lives, and shared God’s love, we can be 

that difference in our world. The Discipleship Journey gives us all a tool to examine our own 

https://www.fumcbirmingham.org/the-discipleship-journey/
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journey and to discover how we might take the next step in the journey of discipleship, of 

looking more like Jesus in our lives. 

 

I don’t know where you are as you look at The Discipleship Journey. I’m confessing to you that 

I’m not all the way over in the right hand column in every row. And even in the rows that I do 

find myself in the “Maturing in Christ” column, I’m still challenged when I think about the next 

step that God may be asking me to take on this journey. In the days, weeks, months and years 

ahead, this is what I’ll be using as I seek to live as a faithful disciple of Jesus Christ; to be salt 

and light. 

 

This roadmap, friends, is what provides for us as a church and as individuals a resource so that 

we might really live out our purpose “to gather, nurture and equip disciples of Jesus Christ for 

ministry and mission in the world.” It will be and already is guiding every ministry that we do 

and every new initiative that we have. It’s a foundational reset for us on our journey of faith. We 

want to be about helping people take the next step in being more like Jesus, because we know 

that Jesus can change your life and change the world through us when we are walking with Jesus. 

 

So where are you on The Discipleship Journey this morning? Maybe you’re off the chart in 

either direction. What might God be inviting you to do to take the next step? Our pastoral team 

and staff want to help you discover where you are and work with you to take the next step on 

The Discipleship Journey so that we might grow together in Christ. Ask your pastors about it.  

Ask me about it. I want to walk with you so we all might see a little bit more Jesus in our lives 

and in the world. I don’t know about you, but it sure helps to have a reminder of Jesus’ presence 

on the days when you’ve been skunked. Welcome back! I’m glad you’re here with me on this 

journey. 
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