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5th Sunday after Epiphany 5/2/17 Christ Church South Yarra 

Isaiah 58:1-9a; Psalm 122: 1-9; 1 Corinthians 2: 1-12; Matthew 5: 13-20 

The first reading from Isaiah can seem at first glance to be a little 

contradictory. Why is God not pleased that they “seek and delight to know my 
ways,” but just focuses on the way they “forsake the ordinance of their God”? 

(Isaiah 58:2). Yes, they are keeping the fasts as they should and seemingly 
“delight to draw near to God” (Isaiah 58:2-3) but it’s as if God doesn’t see or 

notice them. But as the reading continues we hear that what God is actually 
berating them for is not the fasts per se, but that their hearts are detached 

from the spirit of the fasts, and they get back to their oppressive ways 
afterwards. It’s as if they were Sunday Christians, wondering why God doesn’t 

hear their prayers, whereas God wants us to live as God’s agents in the care of 

others who are less able to do that for themselves all week long. And then, 
when you do that, God says, “…you shall call, and the Lord will answer; you 

shall cry for help, and he will say, Here I am” (Isaiah 58:9).  
 

This theme of living out God’s will is picked up in the Gospel reading also. The 
people Isaiah was addressing were carrying out the ritual of the Law, and 

Jesus, the one uniquely qualified to comment on the fulfilment of the Law, tells 
those gathered to hear the Sermon on the Mount, that we are also to do more 

than just fulfil the legal requirements of the Jewish Law. The Law still stands, 
what it hoped to achieve still stands, but now with the coming of the Kingdom 

in Jesus Christ, we can see beyond the minutiae of the legalities. Jesus gives 
us the big picture of loving God with our whole being, and loving our neighbour 

as ourselves. That will be the ultimate living out of the Law and the Prophets.  
 

We Christians are not the only ones whose aim is to love God with all our 

being, and to love our neighbours, but we are unique in that our definition of 
neighbour includes everyone, not just those of our own faith. At the hospital I 

was once in a group of ultra-orthodox rabbonim, who were discussing who 
their neighbour was, just like in the Gospel story of the Good Samaritan, and I 

soon realised that I, as a non-Jew, was not one of those they were obliged to 
help. It gave me a funny feeling to know that while they respected me and 

engaged with me on many levels, there was no religious obligation to do 
anything for me.  

 
This command to love our neighbours, everyone, as ourself, is an extremely 

difficult one to keep, and one that indeed goes much further than the Law, 
although not its spirit. How on earth can we do it?  

 
I recently re-read a biography of St Thérèse of Lisieux. Our understanding of 

her is not helped by references to her as the “Little Flower”. She can seem to 

come across as all sweet and syrupy. But actually, she had a will of iron, and 
bent it to do God’s will in every small way she could. She describes how one of 

the Carmelite nuns in her monastery really irritated her and wasn’t in fact well-
liked by anyone. So Thérèse made it her business to show her kindness at 

every opportunity she could. She looked out for little ways she could do things 
for her. She was so successful in this that one of the other sisters commented 
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on how fond Thérèse was of her. How was she able to do this? She was very 

clear it was not that she loved with her own love, because she couldn’t, but 

with the love of God.  
 

Most of us live out the Gospel in the ordinary every day of our lives, like 
Thérèse, not many of us are on the world’s stage. But that doesn’t mean we 

are any less called to live out God’s love for others. It is just as much an 
expression of God’s loving outreach if we care about a neighbour, or shop-

keeper, or family member. We are called to show God’s loving care with 
everyone we come into contact with. Benedictine Gospel spirituality is about 

how we live out the extraordinary in the ordinary in just this way.  
 

And this is how we are salt and light in the world. Both of these are very 
ordinary things in our lives, but we would certainly notice if they were absent. 

We are called to be the ones who give flavour to life, preserve it and shed light 
on it. But isn’t that what Christ is for us? Absolutely! Christ is our preserver, or 

salt, just as we are to be salt for others. Salt does not big note itself, it just is, 

and gets on with being salty and useful. It is not supposed to draw attention to 
itself, but to bring out the taste of the food it has been added to. Likewise, 

light shines in order to illuminate something else.  
 

And this is the clue to what it means to exceed the righteousness of the 
religious legalists, to go beyond doing the right things for our own sakes and 

reaching out to others. Goodness is never fenced in, but always overflows to 
others. And next week’s Gospel will give some examples of what this might 

look like.  
 

As I have said already, to live like this is very difficult and is beyond us most of 
the time. It is in fact what God is like, always going out of God’s self for others, 

and even within God’s self, going out to the other person’s within that Oneness 
of the Trinity. But the Epistle reminds us of the great gift we have been given 

of the Holy Spirit. It is this Spirit, says Paul, which helps us understand the 

gifts that God has already given us. It is with the gift of God’s love and 
forgiveness that we reach out to others. The smug Pharisees trusted in their 

own righteousness – remember the story of the Pharisee’s prayer thanking 
God he was not like that sinner over there? We know we are the sinner over 

there, as we all fall short of the mark of God, which means we know that we 
can’t live as God wants on our own.  

 
But we come each week to be fed with the strength and life of God in the feast 

we will soon have laid out before us. We will re-enact the way God reached out 
to give himself to us in Jesus’ life and death, and this continues in the gift of 

God’s self in the Bread and Wine. We can feast on this life of Christ in the 
Spirit so that we don’t lose our saltiness by being diluted by other things in life. 

We are called now to repent or re-turn to the Salt and Light of our own lives.  
 

“Let your light so shine before others,  that they may see your good works and 

glorify  your Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 5:16).  
- Marilyn Hope 


