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HEARERS OF THE WORD
Isaiah 58:7-10; Psalm 112 (111); 1 Corinthians 2:1-5; Matthew 5:13-16

Let your light shine before others so
they may give glory to your Father
Matt. 5:13 [Jesus said,] “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 under foot.
Matt. 5:14
“You are the light of the
world. A city built on a hill cannot be
hid. 15 No one after lighting a lamp
puts it under the bushel basket, but on
the lamp stand, and it gives light to all in
the house. 16 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.

KIND OF WRITING
The Sermon as such is technically an
epitome, that is, a synthesis of a teacher’s
sayings, put together by a disciple.
Matthew offers at the start a three-fold
portrait of the community members: the
Beatitudes (5:3-12), the disciples as salt
(5:13) and as light (5:14-16). The first
metaphor of salt leads to a warning and
the second metaphor of light leads to an
admonition.
As regards our verses, there are similar
verses in Mark and Luke which are
worth reading for comparison: 5:13 =
Luke 14:34-35 and Mark 9:49-50; 5:1416 = Luke 8:16; 11:33; Mark 4:21. We
are dealing here with the “triple tradition”, that is, material found across all
three synoptic Gospels. Nevertheless,
Matthew incorporates adjustments,
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We can easily see how Jesus should be
the light of the world. Even though
the words are familiar, we are perhaps
unaccustomed to reflecting on ourselves as the light of the world and salt
of the earth. This is an act of profound trust in us by God. Jesus has
faith in us to be bearers of his Good
News in our time. How are we to be
that? Not first by our words or even by
our deeds. We are the light and salt on
account of who we are as disciples. As
the Gospel text puts it, a city built on a
hilltop cannot be hidden. We cannot help
being seen as his disciples, for that is
who we are.
Prayer
Jesus, we believe that you are the light
of the world and that you call us to
bear your light to the world. Help us
to be authentic disciples of yours, not
drawing attention to ourselves, but to
you, the source of our light and life.

INITIAL OBSERVATIONS
These brief sayings come after the Beatitudes (5:1-12) and before the Antitheses
(5:17-48, “you have heard it said”…
“but I say to you”). The passage constitutes a considerable challenge to the
church at any point in our history: discipleship without witness is nonsense
(“loses its taste”—moranthe—means literally to become foolish, moronic). How
can I, how can we become once more
light for the world?

Thought for the day

marked in italics here:
13 “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 under foot. 14 “You
are the light of the world. A city built on a hill
cannot be hid. 15 No one after lighting a lamp
puts it under the bushel basket, but on
the lamp stand, and it gives light to all in the
house. 16 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.
In other words, Matthew makes considerable adjustments to the underlying
tradition. The evangelist is keen on
earth/world (43-19-25); light occurs in a
few significant places (Matt 4:16; 5:14,
16; 6:23; 10:27; 17:2). Good works may
be found also in Matt 26:10; Mark 14:6.
“Father in heaven” is typical of Matthew
(13-1-0).
OLD TESTAMENT BACKGROUND
The use of salt and its place in the religion of
the time can help us to read the passage.

Sacrifice: You shall not omit from your
grain offerings the salt of the covenant
with your God; with all your offerings
you shall offer salt. (Leviticus 2:13; cf.
Ezekiel 43:24)
Loyalty and covenant faithfulness: All the holy
offerings that the Israelites present to the
Lord I have given to you, together with
your sons and daughters, as a perpetual
due; it is a covenant of salt forever before
the Lord for you and your descendants
as well. (Numbers 18:19)
Purification: Now the people of the city
said to Elisha, “The location of this city
is good, as my lord sees; but the water is
bad, and the land is unfruitful.” He said,
“Bring me a new bowl, and put salt in
it.” So they brought it to him. Then he
went to the spring of water and threw
the salt into it, and said, “Thus says the
Lord, I have made this water wholesome; from now on neither death nor
miscarriage shall come from it.” So the
water has been wholesome to this day,
according to the word that Elisha spoke.
(2Kings 2:19–22)
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It is listed among the basic necessities of life:
The basic necessities of human life are
water and fire and iron and salt and
wheat flour and milk and honey, the
blood of the grape and oil and clothing.
(Sirach 39:26)
A city built on a hilltop: In days to come
the mountain of the Lord’s house shall
be established as the highest of the
mountains, and shall be raised above the
hills; all the nations shall stream to it.
Many peoples shall come and say,
“Come, let us go up to the mountain of
the Lord, to the house of the God of
Jacob; that he may teach us his ways and
that we may walk in his paths.” For out
of Zion shall go forth instruction, and
the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.
(Isaiah 2:2–3; cf. Deut 26:18-19; Ezek
5:5).
Israel as light to the nations: And now the
Lord says, who formed me in the womb
to be his servant, to bring Jacob back to
him, and that Israel might be gathered
to him, for I am honoured in the sight of
the Lord, and my God has become my
strength— he says, “It is too light a thing
that you should be my servant to raise
up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the
survivors of Israel; I will give you as a
light to the nations, that my salvation
may reach to the end of the earth.” (Isaiah 49:5–6)
NEW TESTAMENT FOREGROUND
What I say to you in the dark, tell in the
light; and what you hear whispered, proclaim from the housetops. (Matthew
10:27)
I tell you, many will come from east and
west and will eat with Abraham and
Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, while the heirs of the kingdom will
be thrown into the outer darkness, where
there will be weeping and gnashing of
teeth. (Matthew 8:11–12)
Then the king said to the attendants,
‘Bind him hand and foot, and throw him
into the outer darkness, where there will
be weeping and gnashing of
teeth.’ (Matthew 22:13; cf. 25:30)
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us be sober, and put on the breastplate
of faith and love, and for a helmet the
hope of salvation. (1 Thess 5:4–8)
In their case the god of this world has
blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to
keep them from seeing the light of the
gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the
image of God. For we do not proclaim
ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as
Lord and ourselves as your slaves for
Jesus’ sake. For it is the God who said,
“Let light shine out of darkness,” who
has shone in our hearts to give the light
of the knowledge of the glory of God in
the face of Jesus Christ. (2 Cor 4:4–6)
BRIEF COMMENTARY
Verse 13 In Greek, the word “you” is
emphatic at the start. The move to the
second person (you) has been facilitated
by the change in the last Beatitude to
“blessed are you” and, in general, by the
address to the disciples in vv. 11-12. The
verse is both realistic and threatening. In
reality, it is possible for disciples to lose
their sense of mission; in that case, having become useless (“moronic”), they will
be thrown out (see the citations above).
Again, the previous two verses give us
the probably setting for Matthew. Positively, disciples are bear in our world
God’s covenant loyalty and desire to
hold or preserve. They are also to purify
the world.
Verse 14 A striking image which tends
to clash with passages in the Fourth
Gospel: Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.” (John
8:12) “As long as I am in the world, I am
the light of the world.” (John 9:5). However, like Jesus in Mt 4:12-17, disciples
are to be light to the world. This extraordinary “status” of the believer lies
behind the last sentences of this Gospel
(28:19-20). The clash with the Roman
Empire is also present because Cicero
called Rome “light to the whole world.”
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Verse 16 Proclamation in Matthew:
Matt 3:1; 4:17, 23; 9:35; 10:7, 27; 11:1;
24:14; 26:13. There can also be inappropriate motives for witnessing: Beware
of practicing your piety before others in order to
be seen by them; for then you have no reward
from your Father in heaven. (Matthew 6:1)
While bearing witness, disciples are also
not to draw attention to themselves. The
full expression “your father in heaven” is
found in Matthew only in the Sermon
on the Mount. Thus restricted, it is one
of the indicators that the sermon (technically an epitome, as noted) was already a
discrete catechetical unit before
Matthew incorporated it into his Gospel.
POINTERS FOR PRAYER
1. Jesus uses the image of salt as something that makes food tasty. Without it
food can be tasteless. Who are the people who give zest to your life and make it
enjoyable? For whom have you done
this? When have you been particularly
aware of your potential in this regard?
2. The second image is that of light.
Who have been the people who have
been a light for you, particularly in moments of darkness? For whom have you
been a light? Recall these experiences
and give thanks.
3. The images of salt and light can also
be applied to communities to which we
belong, a family, a parish, or other
group. Thinking of the groups of which
you are a member, how can the potential
be enhanced to enrich the lives of members and offer them a guiding light?
PRAYER
Heavenly Father, you have called your
church to be the salt of the earth and
the light of the world.
Give us vigorous faith and a love that is
genuine, so that all may see our works
and give you the glory.

ST PAUL
But you, beloved, are not in darkness, for
that day to surprise you like a thief; for
you are all children of light and children
of the day; we are not of the night or of
darkness. So then let us not fall asleep as
others do, but let us keep awake and be
sober; for those who sleep sleep at night,
and those who are drunk get drunk at
night. But since we belong to the day, let

single terra cotta lamp would provide a
modest light for the household. To
“bury” the one limited light in the windowless dwelling would go against plain
common sense.

We make our prayer through Christ,
who lives and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit, God for ever and
ever. Amen.

Verse 15 Christians have received light
in order to give light, or better, to be
light. The background is the single-room
house typical of the period, in which a
2
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Not with persuasive words of wisdom, but with a demonstration of the
Spirit and of power
1 Cor 2:1 When I came to you, brothers and sisters, I did not come with superior eloquence (Gr: logos) or wisdom
(sophia) as I proclaimed the testimony of
God. 2 For I decided to be concerned
about nothing among you except Jesus
Christ, and him crucified. 3 And I was
with you in weakness and in fear and
with much trembling. 4 My conversation
(logos) and my preaching (kerygma) were
not with persuasive words of wisdom,
but with a demonstration of the Spirit
and of power (dynamis), 5 so that your
faith would not be based on human wisdom but on the power (dynamis) of God.
INITIAL OBSERVATIONS
The relationship of faith and reason is
always of interest. According to the tradition, we hope our faith reasonable, in
the sense that it is at least compatible
with other ways of looking at the world
— cf. which is your reasonable service (Romans 12:1). Faith can also be argued for
on the basis of reason and experience
(see Romans 1:1-2 below). Such approaches, however, take us only so far
because there is a stark paradox at the
centre of the Gospel. The cross is the
clearest evidence of that paradox, a
stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles (1Corinthians 1:23). The paradox is
also registered in our experience: whenever I am weak, then I am strong. (2Corinthians 12:10) Thus, the proclamation, the
kerygma as such, calls into question the
high cultural values of honour, power
and success. The Corinthian attachment
to rational, even beautiful, discourse has
led them astray, according to Paul.
KIND OF WRITING
Paul expounded earlier in ch. 1 the
paradox of the cross. He went on to
“insult” the Corinthians by identifying
the same reality in themselves: Not many
were wise by human standards, not many were
powerful, not many were born to a privileged
position. (1Corinthians 1:26) Now, he
takes the harm out of this insult by
showing to be true of himself as well.
CONTEXT IN THE COMMUNITY
Public speaking or rhetoric had a very
high cultural value at the time. The
Corinthians, as noted before, were attracted to fluent and able speakers. It
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seems Paul was not one of these (see
below). As well as that, some of the
Corinthians overvalued the external
show of spirituality in the “flashy” gifts
such as tongues and the like. As is clear
from the passage, Paul does not want
their faith to be grounded externally,
either in the gifts of others or extrovert
expressions such as glossolalia.
RELATED PASSAGES
I do not want to seem as though I am
trying to terrify you with my letters, because some say, “His letters are weighty
and forceful, but his physical presence is
weak and his speech is of no account.”
Let such a person consider this: What
we say by letters when we are absent, we
also are in actions when we are present.
(2Corinthians 10:9–11)
It is necessary to go on boasting. Though
it is not profitable, I will go on to visions
and revelations from the Lord. I know a
man in Christ who fourteen years ago
(whether in the body or out of the body
I do not know, God knows) was caught
up to the third heaven. And I know that
this man (whether in the body or apart
from the body I do not know, God
knows) was caught up into paradise and
heard things too sacred to be put into
words, things that a person is not permitted to speak. On behalf of such an
individual I will boast, but on my own
behalf I will not boast, except about my
weaknesses. For even if I wish to boast, I
will not be a fool, for I would be telling
the truth, but I refrain from this so that
no one may regard me beyond what he
sees in me or what he hears from me,
even because of the extraordinary character of the revelations. Therefore, so
that I would not become arrogant, a
thorn in the flesh was given to me, a
messenger of Satan to trouble me—so
that I would not become arrogant. I
asked the Lord three times about this,
that it would depart from me. But he
said to me, “My grace is enough for you,
for my power is made perfect in weakness.” So then, I will boast most gladly
about my weaknesses, so that the power
of Christ may reside in me. Therefore I
am content with weaknesses, with insults, with troubles, with persecutions
and difficulties for the sake of Christ, for
whenever I am weak, then I am strong.

(2Corinthians 12:1–10)
For the wrath of God is revealed from
heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of people who suppress
the truth by their unrighteousness, because what can be known about God is
plain to them, because God has made it
plain to them. For since the creation of
the world his invisible attributes—his
eternal power and divine nature—have
been clearly seen, because they are understood through what has been made.
(Romans 1:18–20)
BRIEF COMMENTARY
Verse 1 It seems Paul was not an outstanding rhetor and he turns this cultural weakness into an advantage. Testimony
(NET) is the usual text here, with mystery
as a variant (NRSV, NJB). The critical
edition of the Greek NT goes for mystery, the more frequent Pauline usage.
Verse 2 The paradox of the cross had
been explored earlier in 1 Corinthians 1
and, of course, widely in Galatians. It is
likely that the cross was Paul’s fundamental objection to the Gospel before
his encounter with the Risen Lord. Precisely that encounter forced on him a
new and penetrating understanding of
the death of Jesus. “Crucifi ed” is a perfect participle in Greek, pointing to an
event in the past with continued effectiveness in the present.
Verses 3-4a Paul frankly acknowledges
his cultural “weakness” and turns it to
good argumentative use. NB 2 Corinthians 10:9-11 above where he seems to
accepts the criticism of the Corinthians.
Verses 4b-5 The paradox of the
proclamation cannot be grasped by reason alone and their faith ought to depend not on exterior powers but interior
realities. Cf. 1 Thessalonians 1:4-5.
POINTERS FOR PRAYER
1. In my own faith experience, what is
the place of reason and the role of
paradox?
2. What is my experience “the demonstration of the Spirit” and “the power of
God”?
PRAYER
Send into our hearts the love of the
Spirit and the power of your grace that
our faith may grow from within. Amen.
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Your light shall break forth
like the dawn
Is. 58:5 Is such the fast that I choose,
a day to humble oneself ?
Is it to bow down the head like a bulrush,
and to lie in sackcloth and ashes?
Will you call this a fast,
a day acceptable to the LORD?
6
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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.
If you remove the yoke from among you,
the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil,
if you offer your food to the hungry
and satisfy the needs of the afflicted,
then your light shall rise in the darkness
and your gloom be like the noonday.

INITIAL OBSERVATIONS

The first two verses have been added to
give context. The passage is in very
recognisable prophetic mode, contrasting the “show” of religion with real acts
of justice. The temptation of all religion
is to stop at the expression, especially in
liturgy, and to ignore the cry of justice.
ORIGIN OF THE READING
The reading comes from Third Isaiah,
so very likely from the time after the
return to Jerusalem, the time of reconstruction. There is large discussion about
chapters 58 and 59: should they be read
as a unit or separately? The distinctive
vocabulary of ch. 58 seems to set it
apart, especially the “body” language.
To get a proper flavour of the reading, it
would be good to go back to vv. 1-4 as
well (see below).
KIND OF WRITING
The poetic parallelism of the passage is
greatly enriched and energised by
provocative questions and if clauses.
The first few verses are relentless in diswww.tarsus.ie

turbing the reader / hearer, but then an
answer comes, initially in the form of a
question but eventually in the form of
positive exposition and even a promise
of well being.
To enjoy the passage even more, you
might notice that there are three sets of
metaphors being used. (1) Body language (parts and feelings); (2) Justice language; and (3) Creation or nature becomes both a witness and a metaphor.
The full passage runs from v. 1 to v. 14.
The lectionary editing of the reading
disturbs some of its power. To feel the
full force we should read all fourteen
verses and even within that we should
read the verses in groups like this: vv.
6-9a,9-12 and 13-14. In those sections
what God expects of his people is clearly
taught.
Who is being addressed here? Humanity
in general because v. 5 talks about a human being using the word “adam” rather
than “ish” (a man or a person). This universal address is concealed in our translations for the sake of inclusive language.

RELATED READINGS
Cf. Amos 5:23-24 or Job 31:16-23.
BRIEF COMMENTARY
Verse 5 God requires this of any human being (“adam”). It is not that God
wants to wilt and to be miserable. The
notion of a day acceptable is ritual language used here on purpose: Leviticus
22:27.
Verse 6 The injustices named seem to
refl ect the time after return from Exile,
under the Persian overlordship. It won’t
sound unfamiliar, alas: heavy taxes, high
interest rates, unfavourable economic
conditions.
Verse 7 As often then as now, hunger
was a persistent problem. Cf. Nehemiah
5:17.
Verse 8 It may be that here the writer
turns to the Persian autocrat about
whom it had been said earlier: Isaiah
49:6.
Verse 9a Religion that is pure and undefiled
(James 1:27) will put the believers back
into right relationship with God.
Verses 9b-10 The teaching is plain:
true fame, true glory, true leadership are
to be found in serving those most in
need in society. The pointing of the fi nger refers to taking a case against someone. Cf. Proverbs 6:12–14
POINTERS FOR PRAYER
1. True religion is integral, involving the
whole person, all that I am and all that I
do. Such a call is a path of conversion
which is never really “done.”
2. Who are the hungry and the needy in
my life? Who is knocking on my door
and looking for practical help?
3. All of are under the lens here, on
account of the temptation to rest with
external worship and to feel we’ve done
our duty once the liturgy has been accomplished. When did such a discrepancy become clear to me, in my own life?
PRAYER
God of justice, you call me to be neighbour to the oppressed, to come to the
help of those in need. Give me love in
my heart that I may overcome the inclination to put myself first. Let me follow
the example of Jesus, who emptied himself and took the form of a slave, who
became poor that we might become
rich. Amen.
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THE LITURGY
Isaiah 58:7-10; Psalm 112 (111); 1 Corinthians 2:1-5; Matthew 5:13-16
READINGS 1 AND 3

tice the lack of any graven images.

The language and themes of Isaiah anticipate the Gospel: light and good
works. The expectation is high, but not
for self-regard or praise, but that others may
give glory to your Father in heaven.

Mark 6:53-56
The Gospel of Mark is told in an urgent,
breathless style. Today we hear one of
those compressed summaries, capturing
the popularity of Jesus among the sick.

THE RESPONSORIAL PSALM

Tuesday 11 February
Our Lady of Lourdes

Psalm 112 (111) makes an excellent
bridge to the Gospel passage. Certain
lines fit very well with the reading: He is
a light in the darkness for the upright: he is
generous, merciful and just. And: With a steadfast heart he will not fear; open-handed, he gives
to the poor. The combination of light and
justice matches Isaiah really well.
SUNDAY INTRODUCTIONS
First reading
Isaiah 58:7-10
It is easy to fall into the trap of thinking
that once we have said our prayers and
been to church, we’ve done our bit. Isaiah puts us straight.
Second reading
1 Corinthians 2:1-5
What is the foundation of our faith? Not
the wonderful persuasive oratory of
anyone, even St Paul himself ! What
then? Our very own experience of the
power of God and his Holy Spirit in our
lives. We may need to reclaim this today
for ourselves.
Gospel
Matthew 5:13-16
We are used to thinking of Jesus as the
light of the world — but so are we! The
question is: how do we ourselves bear
this light today and give witness to our
faith?
WEEKDAY INTRODUCTIONS
Monday 10 February
St Scolastica, virgin
1 Kings 8:1-7, 9-13
The setting of the ark of the covenant in
the Holy of Holies completes the dedication of the Temple. As often, the imagery of cloud—revealing and concealing—conveys the presence of God. Nowww.tarsus.ie

1 Kings 8:22-23, 27-30
Every religion has somehow to manage
or negotiate the nearness of God (immanence) and the beyond of God (transcendence). Solomon gets it right, in this
moving prayer.
Mark 7:1-13
Before we plunge into a condemnation
of the shallowness of the Pharisees, it is
worth remembering that the rules were
designed to bring an experience of
God’s presence into the everyday. Of
course, they could become obsessive and
pointless—features not unknown in the
churches’ various devotions! Jesus is
sharp in his response, but not any more
sharp than any of the prophets of old.
Wednesday 12 February
1 Kings 10:1-10
Finally, the famous queen of Sheba visits
to sample the wisdom of Solomon—
which she (rightly) attributes to God.
Mark 7:14-23
This Gospel reflects an important moment for early Christianity. Although
tied to a historical context, the principles
are timeless. It is what is on the inside
which counts.

Friday 14 February
Sts Cyril, monk, and Methodius, bishop
Readings for the feast
Acts 13:46-49
The reading is very suitable for the feast:
it features two apostles together, bring
the gospel to the pagans, just like Cyril
and Methodius.
Luke 10:1-9
This reading is
also very suitable.
The sending of
the seventy is
unique to Luke’s
Gospel and generally it is thought
to be some kind of literary anticipation
within the ministry of Jesus of the second missionary outreach in the Acts.
Readings for the feria
1 Kings 11:29-32,12:19
This rather mysterious reading illustrates
something familiar: frequently the
prophets demonstrate their teaching
with an action or a gesture, as in this
reading.
Mark 7:31-37
A phrase from this Gospel has found its
way into our baptismal ceremony. The
priest touches the ears and mouth of the
baby and says “ephphatha”. Today we get
the context. We too can pray that our
ears may be opened to the Gospel and
that our mouths may be opened to proclaim it.

Thursday 13 February

Saturday 15 February
St Scholastica, virgin

1 Kings 11:4-13
Under the guise of a prophetic judgment, the reading offers a broader
“reading” of Israelite history: idolatry
has disastrous consequences.

1 Kings 12:26-32,13:33-34
This story should sound familiar: it is a
another version of the golden calf. The
setting up of another sanctuary splits the
people of Israel.

Mark 7:24-30
This story has always appealed — perhaps even more today. Jesus learns — at
the hands of a woman!

Mark 8:1-10
To hear this familiar story in a fresh way,
it may help to notice that it is Jesus who
identifies the needs of his followers.
Sometimes, we fail to notice our own
deeper needs — to be met in Christ.
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