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“A Stained Glass People” 

Text: Matthew 5:13-20 

 

Several years ago, Diane and I had the opportunity for a memorable vacation in Italy.  On 

one evening in Florence, we met ten other tourists outside a church.  A guide led us 

across a bridge and down a narrow, dimly lit alleyway.  We stopped outside a front door 

with little to indicate what was happening inside.  Entering the door, we saw a long table 

and four cooking stations.  We were taking a class on Italian cooking.  The plan was to 

prepare a full meal with the other tourists and then sit down and taste the results.   

 

We had a good time preparing the meal and the chefs bantered with us making the event 

enjoyable.  We made a tiramisu first so that it could chill and be ready for dessert.  Then 

we turned to the handmade gnocchi with red sauce.  The final preparation was reserved 

for the rosemary chicken.  We prepared the sauce for the chicken adding sprigs of spices.   

We added rosemary, but just enough to give a hint of its presence along with other spices 

designed to compliment and enhance the flavor of the chicken.  The chef commented that 

the array of spices was intended to work together so that nothing stood out more than the 

rest.  It would lead your guests to savor the intricacy of the dish and wonder what the 

ingredients were.   

 

It was a good lesson for me.  My philosophy about cooking is that if a little bit of 

something is good, then a lot of it is even better.  If the recipe calls for a little garlic, then 

a few extra cloves are a good idea.  When it comes to making my famous chili, I have 

been asked for my recipe, but I cannot give it.  It isn’t because the recipe is an old family 

secret or anything like that.  The truth is, I never measure anything and I add what we 

have in the house.  Making chili always begins with an inventory of what is around and 

throwing it into the pot.  And whatever is added always includes lots of heat and spice, 

making it a favorite of those who like spicy meals and unpopular with those who like a 

more bland dinner.  

 

But I understand what the chef in Florence was saying.  Have you ever tasted something 

and tried to isolate what you are experiencing?  It requires tasting very slowly, paying 

attention to the layers of flavor to try to figure out exactly what has gone into the recipe.  

You might notice a little cumin or a touch of lemon or a hint of ginger.  The herbs and 

spice don’t overwhelm the main dish but compliment it with a delicate sensation. 

 

It is what I would call the hidden ingredient.  It works beneath the surface adding to the 

overall experience but without jumping out at you announcing its presence.  And, even 

though the ingredient works in a very subtle manner, its absence would affect the overall 



 

 

taste and quality.  It doesn’t overwhelm you, but its presence makes a difference. 

 

I have been thinking about this in light of Jesus’ message today.  Today’s reading is a 

part of that lesson we call the Sermon on the Mount.  This is Jesus’ opening address to 

his followers.  In the portion that precedes this morning’s readings, we hear the blessings 

of the people, what we typically call the Beatitudes.  I always imagine that as Jesus was 

speaking those blessings, he was looking out at that specific gathering of people.  Blessed 

are you who mourn…looking into the tear-filled eyes of those who were present.  Blessed 

are you who are peacemakers…looking around the crowd realizing that such people were 

among those present.  He blesses people who are often overlooked.  He tells them that 

they are not forgotten.  And he follows that with the portion we read this morning, which 

continues looking at those assembled but giving them a sense of identity and unity. 

 

He looks these people in the eyes and asks, “Do you know what you are?”  I suspect they 

have heard many answers to that question.  Do you know what you are?  Fill in the blank.  

What have you heard?  On the good side we have probably heard someone say that we 

are a good friend, a special person, someone who cares, dedicated, helpful.  We could 

make a tally of these things on the positive side.  We have heard many good things. 

 

But there is also another side.  We have all heard someone say that we are no good, 

unhelpful, not very nice.  There are all those kinds of names we have heard that we 

wouldn’t want to hear repeated in church.  That was true of the first disciples and it is 

true of us today.  Do you know who you are?  Depending upon how it is said, we may 

cringe at the very thought of what may come next. 

 

But Jesus will give an image much different from what they have heard before.  Much 

more different than what we have heard before.  Jesus will look upon them and say, “You 

are the salt of the earth.”  And he said it in such a way that their hearts were warmed with 

delight and their minds gave assent.  Yes, they thought, that is what I am.  I am the salt of 

the earth. 

 

Maybe it took a moment before they turned to one another and asked, “Is that a good 

thing?  Did he just compliment or curse us?”  What did Jesus mean by saying that we are 

the salt of the earth? 

 

First of all, salt is important.  It matters.  Salt is important for many different reasons.  It 

was a preservative.  It kept food safe for long periods of time.  We have the advantage of 

freezers and other means of preserving, but for many years salt was the means by which 

meat could be safely stored for long periods of time. 

 

Salt matters for its flavoring.  It gives an added taste to foods.  Again, we may take this 

for granted given that a recent government study indicated that most Americans have a 

salt consumption that is too high.  But a little bit of salt adds a nice flavor to foods. 

 

Jesus is looking at these people and asking, “Do you know who you are?  You are the salt 

of the world?”  You are important.  You give flavor to life.  You make the world a better 



 

 

place.  It was a kind and complimentary thing to say to them. 

 

Do you remember last November when we had a collection of gift cards and other items 

for the children at the Indiana United Methodist Children’s Home?  For more than 100 

years this home has welcomed children coming from dysfunctional families where the 

children cannot develop in a healthy manner.  They also receive children who are the 

victims of abuse and neglect.  They do this ministry in the name of United Methodist 

churches throughout the state of Indiana.  This is a part of our ministry. 

 

So, a few weeks after collecting what amounted to around $1000 worth of gift cards and 

other gifts, a couple of our members drove to Lebanon to deliver these items.  They will 

be used throughout the year to help the children living there.  But, this week we received 

a very sweet hand-written card with the signatures of several of the residents expressing 

their appreciation for these gifts.  “Thanks so much,” wrote Latoya.  “God bless you and 

thank you,” wrote Elizabeth.  And Loshanti wrote, “Thank you, love you for what you 

do.”   

 

What a difference the ministry of this church makes.  In the lives of young boys and girls 

who are reminded that someone is thinking kindly of them and longing for their well-

being.  This church has made a difference with more than a hundred blankets and stuffed 

animals delivered to the children and families at Riley Children’s Hospital.  This church 

has made a difference in the lives of families here in our own community who are able to 

attend the Learning Tree Preschool because of your generosity.  You are the salt of the 

earth.  You make a difference.  You make the world a better place.  Our work is often 

subtle, quiet, behind the scenes, but to those on the receiving end, even when they don’t 

know anyone here by name, you make a positive difference in their lives. 

 

I think back to that original question I asked a moment ago.  “Do you know who you 

are?”  There are a lot of people who have lived with some pretty nasty names.  They have 

been told they are unlovable, unworthy.  They have been called names that we don’t even 

want to imagine this morning.  But your ministry gives them a different story.  You are 

someone special.  You are worthy of kindness.  You deserve the goodness that God has in 

store for you.  By being the salt of the earth, you give a different narrative to the lives of 

those who have been treated unkindly. 

 

In case that wasn’t enough of a sermon, Jesus would add another metaphor.  He would 

speak about the importance of a city that is set on a hill.  To one who is traveling, to 

someone who is searching, to someone who is lost, such a city becomes a beacon of 

hope.  Here is a refuge.  Here is a place of welcome.  Here is a place you can come to.  

Jesus said, “You are a city set on a hill.”  Because of this, you don’t want to hide that 

light.  Let it shine.  Be that beacon of hope.   

 

I like how Elizabeth Kubler-Ross put it saying, “People are like stained-glass windows.  

They sparkle and shine when the sun is out, but when the darkness sets in, their beauty is 

revealed only if there is a light from within.”  I believe that God’s light shines through us, 

even in those darkest times, shining hope and grace and peace to all those in need.    



 

 

 

We need to hear that today.  We need that encouragement.  I have been feeling some of 

that darkness and discouragement myself.  But a message from our Bishop, Julius 

Trimble, offered a bit of encouragement for difficult times.  He issued a statement 

regarding the Executive Order regarding refugees from seven countries.  His statement 

was kindhearted and thoughtful, without being judgmental.  He spoke about the reality of 

our world, where “millions of people are on the move across the globe due to war, 

violence, poverty and pain.  Our nation has historically extended a welcome to 

immigrants and refugees seeking safety and opportunity for education and work.  We 

who are called to be people of prayer and action can stand with those seeking safety and 

fair treatment.  We can ask President Trump and our other elected officials to pursue a 

more inclusive way of promoting the welfare of the nation and the common good of our 

society.  Heavy-handed national security measures must not overshadow our faith in the 

beauty of diversity and justice for all.”  Indeed.  That is what the people who are called to 

be the salt of the earth do.  We extend kindness and compassion to all people, seek 

solutions that are mutually beneficial and continue to be true to our calling as children of 

God.  Jesus told those gathered that day that they were the kind of people who can make 

a difference and the same is true for us today. 

 

Jesus said, “You are the salt of the earth.”  You make that kind of difference.  As an 

individual and as a community.  You are a city set upon a hill, a light that shines for 

others, offering hope amid the darkness.  You are a beautiful stained glass window 

through which God’s love is radiating.  The metaphors are many, but the meaning is 

simple.  Keep shining, remain faithful, love generously and you will be a messenger of 

God’s goodness.  

 


