
 
1 

 

Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany, 5 February 2017 

Shepherd-by-the-Sea Mission, Gualala 

James Knutsen 
 

[Isaiah 58:1-9a,(9b-12); Psalm 112:1-9,(10); 1 Corinthians 2:1-12,(13-16); Matthew 5:13-20] 

 

 

 
 

Blessed are you when people revile you and 

persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you 

falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your 

reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they 

persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

 

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. 

 

Rejoice! And be glad! That response, if I may say 

so, may be hard to come by for many of us these 

days. Perhaps it’s worth taking a moment to breathe 

deep, breathe deep and exhale, let go and just 

acknowledge, be present to and acknowledge, here 

in this sacred space and in the presence of God, 

what these past few weeks have been like for you. 

I’m thinking especially, of course, of what’s 

happening with our national leadership here in the 

U.S., but of course woven into to that are the 

particularities of your life, our relationships, your 

locale. Breathe. Where are you, now, with all of it? 

 

I felt it important to begin today’s Gospel two 

verses prior to the appointed text—even though, if 

you were here, you heard those verses last 

Sunday—because I’m convinced these texts go 

together. At the conclusion of the beatitudes as 

Matthew presents them, Jesus suddenly shifts from 

the third person to the second person: “Blessed the 

poor in spirit… blessed the pure in heart”, and so 

on, but then, “Blessed are you!” Or we might say, 

blessed are “yous”, as this is the second person 

plural. And that second person plural continues in 

the salt and light sayings: 

 

Blessed are you when people revile you and 

persecute you… You are the salt of the earth… You 

are the light of the world. 

 

I don’t want to say that this is the only point here, 

but it’s worth noting that Jesus—or Matthew’s 

Jesus anyway—presents it as if it’s the opposition, 

the struggle, the conflict, the persecution, that gives 

the seasoning, that kindles the light of our witness, 

that makes the difference for the wider world. And 

this is in fact largely how it played out in the 

ancient world.  

 

One of the major factors in the spread of 

Christianity was the fact that in situations where 

Christians were undergoing persecution, people 

were astonished to see the attitude of so many 

Christians as they faced intimidation and violence, 

imprisonment and even death. They may have been 

unclear about who these people were and what it 

was about them that was deemed so unacceptable, 

but they saw them facing all this hostility with 

serenity, equanimity, even joy, sincerely praying for 

the forgiveness of their persecutors.  

 

And what they saw was profoundly attractive; it 

stirred something deep within them; it made sense, 

somehow; it shed light on their lives; it gave flavor 

to existence. Strangely, so very strangely, they saw 

something they wanted. We human beings are so 

easily ruled by fear, and what the ancient world saw 

in these persecuted Christians was a gentle, 

confident, joyful fearlessness; and that was salt, 

that was light. 

 

It’s a bit awkward talking about persecution these 

days. We have brother and sister Christians in this 
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country claiming that they are being persecuted or 

having their religious liberties infringed when it 

appears to many of us that they are simply being 

required to respect the rights and civil liberties of 

fellow citizens. Whatever you make of all that, it’s 

worth noting that Jesus tells us that the appropriate 

response to persecution is not accusation and rage, 

but rather joy. “Rejoice! Be glad!” 

 

And indeed, persecution may not seem quite the 

right word for what we are facing now as 

Christians. In fact, Christians are being marked out 

for preferred treatment as other groups are 

persecuted, marginalized, defamed. Meanwhile, it is 

true that Christian communities, in the Middle East 

especially, are systematically marginalized at best 

and savagely persecuted at worst, and it is fair to 

say that American Christians have on the whole 

been relatively unmoved by those realities. So, it is 

complicated. Life is complicated. 

 

But here’s what isn’t complicated: When the “rulers 

of this age” begin stoking fear, and targeting, 

marginalizing, defaming and persecuting vulnerable 

people, this is an attack on the Gospel, and 

Christians must say No. When all of this is 

presented as somehow protecting and defending 

Christianity, we must say No. With our words and 

voices, with our bodies, with our lives if it comes to 

that, we must say No. It may not look like 

persecution of Christians, but it is persecution of 

Christ, Christ in the stories, Christ in the faces, 

Christ in the body of every vulnerable human being. 

 

The challenge for us, I believe, is to do this in a way 

that is deeply grounded in Christ, in a way that is 

full of the joy of the Gospel (to take a phrase from 

Pope Francis). Our prayer in silence, in solitude and 

in community will be just as important as protest in 

the streets. We will need all the inspiration and 

creativity and audacity that God can breathe into us 

by the Spirit, to give us the fearless joy of the 

Gospel. Not rage and accusation, but fearless joy. 

 

This will mean, dare I say, limiting our time in front 

of the TV and on social media, and being vigilant in 

prayer, and faithful in worship and study of the 

Scriptures. 

 

You know, there is not a page of the New 

Testament that conveys the expectation that “the 

rulers of this age” (that’s Paul’s phrase from today’s 

reading from First Corinthians) will “be on our 

side” as followers of Jesus. So, among other things, 

today’s situation in our country may provide an 

opportunity for the Scriptures to pop with fresh 

relevance. And this is especially true of the Sermon 

on the Mount which we are currently working our 

way through (though, sadly, we won’t have finished 

before Lent begins). 

 

Sisters and brothers, beloved, it is time to wake up. 

It is time for action. And it is time for prayer, for 

contemplation, for deep study of the Gospel. It is 

time, as always, to surrender again to Christ Jesus, 

that he may teach us, and feed us, and lead us, and 

that we might have grace to follow, in fearless joy.  

In today’s Gospel Jesus also tells us he has come to 

fulfill the law and the prophets.  In him, as he feeds 

us and leads us today, may we be led into the 

fulfillment of the prayer and work of justice, the 

true fasting acceptable to God, described in the 

prophecy of Isaiah: 

 

Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds 

of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the 

oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? Is it not 

to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the 

homeless poor into your house; when you see the 

naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from 

your own kin? Then your light shall break forth like 

the dawn, and your healing shall spring up quickly; 

your vindicator shall go before you, the glory of the 

LORD shall be your rear guard. Then you shall call, 

and the LORD will answer; you shall cry for help, 

and he will say, Here I am. 


