I

Child

Object: a picture of an ostrich or a toy ostrich Good morning, boys and girls.

I've got a funny-looking creature to show you today. Can anybody tell me what this is? That's right, it's an ostrich. Ostriches are very unusual birds. They're great big and tall, about eight feet tall (Indicate size with your hand). Unlike most birds, ostriches can't fly. Their wings are too small. But ostriches can run very fast. Sometimes, for no reason at all, the ostrich will start running around in a circle. Sounds silly, doesn't it?

There's something else ostriches do that is pretty unusual. They'll eat almost anything. Ostriches prefer to eat grass and fruit, but they'll also eat small rocks, pieces of glass, little mirrors, pieces of jewelry just about anything they can get in their mouth. And all these strange foods don't seem to hurt ostriches. They would be very bad for you and me, but they're not too bad for the ostrich.

We laugh at the ostrich for eating everything it sees, even things that are bad for it, but we are just as guilty of taking bad things into our lives. We may not put bad things in our mouth and eat them, but we still take in bad stuff. When we listen to gossip and bad language, we're taking in bad stuff through our ears. When we watch TV shows or movies that have a lot of meanness or bad stuff in them, then we're taking in bad things with our eyes. And when we let sin into our hearts, and don't try to stop it, then we're taking bad things into our hearts. We want to be very careful every day that we don't let bad things into our lives like that. Let's pray and ask God to help us know the difference between the good and bad things we bring into our lives.

Adult
A while back I saw a bleak play called Avenue Q. I thought it would be good because it had been the number one musical and because it was unique. It used puppets. Well, it turned out to be a play for adults hiding behind children’s games and puppets. It’s main theme was “It is rotten to be me,” only it didn’t use the word rotten. It used a word that has come into modern parlance but which has obscene origins. 

The play turned out to be one of those ultra-dark comedies where people just laugh at how things keep getting worse. It concludes with a step over pessimism by saying that even the worst things are only for a while. 

The play reflected that same pessimism that prevailed in so much of existential philosophy. Sartre, Ionesco, and many others focused in on life, and concluded that there was no hope for the world. For them existence was a black hole. Suicide was the only reasonable escape. 

It is to these people who live in darkness that Christ sends us. “You are the Light of the world,” we heard in today’s Gospel. We are the world’s hope. We carry within us the joy of Jesus, the unsurpassable wisdom of the Lord. 

There is an old song we used to use on Teen retreats: “I’ve got the joy, joy, joy of the Lord in my heart.” Well, we do. We have the Joy of Jesus Christ. The joy of his Presence makes our lives worthwhile. We don’t claim, “It’s rotten to be me,” instead we say, “It is wonderful to be me. I am loved and I a capable of loving. It is wonderful being a Christian. I carry Christ within me and I can provide an experience of his presence, his life to those around me. I, we, are the Light of the World. 

One of the wonderful blessings of the priesthood is the experience that I and other priests have with you when you are in crisis. We are called in during your worst times, but there’s your Mom or Dad, or your husband or wife, or your child or a friend, saying, “I’m going to be OK. I may not live, but I am still going to be OK.” Our faith enlightens each other. 

Recently I officiated at a funeral for a family who lost their second sibling to cancer within six months. Their brother died first. Six months later their sister died. Both were relatively young. In the middle of their grief and pain, this family proclaimed their faith in Jesus Christ. They were convinced that their sister will join their brother in that place where there is no more pain, suffering or death. At the same time, they did not regret their siblings’ lives. They celebrate them because each brought so much love to the world. Instead of being pessimistic in the middle of this turmoil, this family was full of faith, and life, and love, and light. We are the Light of the World. 
We Catholics are about 25% of the population in the United States. That’s a lot of people, whether we are very active in our faith or whether we come now and then. What are we contributing to the enlightening of America?
I speak in terms of the racism and gun violence that haunts us at every moment. I speak of gross images on our televisions every night as lives are taken, families are broken, and people prepare for funerals. I speak of the tears that never get a chance to dry up. Memphis, Monterey Park, Sandy Hook, Baltimore . . . the list goes on.
Jesus tells his disciples that they are the salt of the earth and the light of the world. These two elements only work when their power is spread. If you keep salt in the saltshaker, it does nothing for the food. If you put a lamp in the closet, it doesn’t light the house. Jesus probably got a smile when he gave his audience the image of a lamp under the bushel-basket. What kind of fool would do that?
Well what kinds of fools are we if we do not live out, share, and spread the basic values we have about the dignity of every human person, about the infinite love God has for every human begin, whether rich or poor, whether this color or that color, whether powerful or dependent? Jesus died and rose for every one of us. Yet doesn’t his crucifixion continue in the hate, violence, abuse of power and justice that pervades our everyday lives here in our country?
Well, we say, what are we supposed to do? Overturn the second amendment? Reverse centuries of racial exploitation? Change a society that was born in violence and grew by exploitation? What can we do?
Quite apart from legal changes and social commentary, every one of us can be some of the salt God wants to spread through American life, some of the light beams God wants to shine on the world today. We know how easy it is to stereotype and judge. We can refuse to do it. We know how we can readily slip into kind of sick humor about others. We can stop finding it funny. We know how we get excited about movies and TV shows that thrive on guns, bullets, and dead people. We can turn off the TVs and not buy movie tickets. You know how people are put down in subtle ways because of something different about them? We can start praising those people and thanking God for them.
Maybe all of America is too big and idea. But what about the worlds that you and I inhabit every day, especially our families, work-places, and neighborhoods? Can we make our light shine? Can we sprinkle the seasoning of love throughout lives and relationships?
We are  the Salt of the Earth. In these days of football playoffs, many of us have stocked up on snacks. Now just about everything on the junk food pyramid needs salt. Popcorn without salt, fritos without salt, potato chips without salt, french 

fries without salt and many other snacks would be rather tasteless. Think of what these foods are–mostly just greased up potatoes or corn. Salt tends to make ordinary things extraordinary. 

I read a story a while ago about a 13 year who made the ordinary extraordinary and was salt in the earth. The boy was a super bicycle racer. He had been racing bicycles since he was 8. When he was not racing bicycles, he spent his spare time working on his bike, and building new bikes from scraps. By the time he was twelve he had three or four bicycles. His mother told him there were children at a nearby home for needy children who didn't have bikes; so one day he brought two of his bikes over there. He was deeply moved when he saw the expressions on the boys’ faces he gave the bikes to. He decided that he would make 18 more bikes for the rest of the children in the home. He used all his allowance, did side jobs, and combed the city for discarded bicycle parts. For Christmas he delivered eighteen bicycles to the home. Well, the papers got hold of this and interviewed him. The boy responded. “It was no big deal. It was just something I could do to make other kids happy.” 

His generosity is the salt of faith. He used his skills to demonstrate God's goodness in the world. His generosity, like salt, made ordinary things extraordinary. 

When we live out faith, the humdrum occurrence of everyday life which so bothered those people fed up with life, now become extraordinary ways of approaching God. St. Theresa of Liseaux would say there is nothing too little that we could do for the Lord. The little things we do for people give meaning and purpose to life. We have the ability to put flavor into existence. We are called to be the salt of the earth. 

How can we do this? How can we live faith lives wherever we are? Well, we have to keep in contact with God. We have to pray daily as well as join the scriptural and sacramental worship of the community. We have to look for the little ways that we can be kind to others. So many times people will look at the goodness of a neighbor, or a parent or child and say, “He did not do extraordinary things. He did ordinary things in an extraordinary way. His actions were a prayer. He was the salt of the earth. 

We are the salt of the earth. We are the light of the world. We have been called to make the Lord present. Today we pray for the strength to live our faith. Who have you made happy or joyful today?
II

Children

Do you know what a relic is? (Answers) It is something that was part of a saint like a bone or something that they touched like a piece of their clothing.  It is a way of reminding us of a person when they are away.  Military families especially have a way of remembering a spouse or parent that has gone down range.  Do you have any? Many wives wear their husbands’ shirts.  Some children have a stuffed animal that makes them feel close.  We look at pictures calling them to mind.  Some people wear relics to feel close to a saint.  We are reminded of the saint who we ask them to pray for us.  We figure if they are in heaven as part of the cloud of witnesses they maybe able to put in a special request in for us.

Now for my attempt at humor this week.  Did you know you have a relic in your house?  Do you know who it is? (Answers). You all have the same relic in your house.  In the Old Testament there is the story of Lot and his wife.  They are allowed to leave Sodom and Gomorrah before it is destroyed.  The angel leading them out tells them not to turn around and look.  Lot’s wife turned around and was turned into a pillar of salt.  So when you put salt on your food remember the message, don’t turn around (or look away from God.

Adult

There are all kinds of theories about how to motivate people. Los Angeles Dodgers pitcher Don Sutton hadn't won a game in eight weeks. A critical member of the press was suggesting that he be dropped from the starting rotation. The future looked bleak, and Sutton felt terrible. Then, before a game, Dodgers manager Walter Alston tapped him on the shoulder. "I'd like to speak with you, Don," he said. Sutton prepared himself for the worst. "Don," said Alston, "I know how the past couple of months have been for you. Everyone's wondering whether we can make it to the play-offs .. . I've had to make a decision." Sutton had visions of being taken off the mound. Alston continued. "If the Dodgers are going to win this year," he said, looking Sutton in the eye, "they're going to win with Don Sutton pitching. Come what may, you're staying in the starting job. That's all I wanted to say."Sutton's losing streak lasted two more weeks, but because of his manager's encouragement he felt different about it. Something in him was turning around. He found himself pitching the best ball of his career. In the National League pennant drive, he won 13 games out of 14. (1)

There are all kinds of theories about how to motivate people. We can do it through guilt, through fear, through shame. But these were not Jesus' methods. Jesus motivated through positive messages of hope and encouragement.

Consider our lesson for today. Jesus says to his followers, "You are the light of the world. . . ." Can you imagine that? Here was a motley crew of farmers and fishermen and tax collectors and housewives in a tiny and remote village in an obscure part of the world and Jesus was saying to them, "You are the light of the world." Talk about a crazy idea! Light of the world? That bunch? It must have sounded absurd at the time even to them. Only Jesus could have seen that through this motley crew God would indeed change the world forever. 
Now do you want to hear something really absurd? So are we.Jesus says to us this morning that WE are the light of the world. Think about that for a moment. You and I are the light of the world. What does it mean? Well, let me suggest some possibilities.

It means, first of all, that we have a responsibility for the world. That makes sense, doesn't it? We are the light of the world. A light house steers ships away from the rocks. A light bulb lights up a room. Light does not exist for its own glory but to brighten up the world. That is the first thing Jesus is saying to us: We have a responsibility for the world.

I was reading recently about one of the most remarkable young men whoever lived. He was a young man who had been left blind in both eyes by a childhood accident. In nineteenth-century France, when this young man lived, blind children had little help and few hopes. But then a kind priest, Father Jacques Palluy, took an interest in the lad. He was amazed at the boy's intelligence and eagerness to learn. With his parents' permission, Father Palluy enrolled the boy in the Royal Institute of Blind Youth in Paris.

Thrust into a new and frightening environment, the boy was lonely and depressed. In time, however, he found friendship and encouragement. Unfortunately he was frustrated by the institute's lack of books in raised print. He also found the symbols in raised print confusing. So he set out, at twelve years of age, to invent his own system. After three years he perfected the method, but he encountered indifference and hostility when he tried to convince the world that his system was better. Even with the support of the institute's director, he was told again and again that he was too young to have created a workable alphabet for the blind. Years passed. This young man grew older, was made a teacher at the institute, and became a fine organist, always hoping that his method would find acceptance. But his health was frail. It was not until he lay in bed, dying of tuberculosis, that he heard that the first steps were being taken to popularize his system. Though he did not live to witness it, Louis Braille's alphabet became the universal method of reading for the blind. His courage and hunger for knowledge enabled him to triumph over disability and disease and open new worlds to future generations. (2)

Louis Braille became light for those whose physical eyes had failed them. How wonderful it is when a young person sets out to make the world a better place. Some of you can remember when the pulpits of this nation sounded with the call for young men and women to go out as missionaries to be light to a world of darkness. We don't sound that trumpet as we once did. We don't call people to really sacrifice all they have and all they are for the good of humanity ” and it is sad. We are the light of the world. We have a responsibility for the world.
Another way of taking responsibility for our world is from the First reading: Isaiah tells the people you have been freed from exile like we have been freed from sin so he says we have to care for the poor. Isaiah is singing this poem to a Jewish people long in exile, a people, therefore, tempted to be filled with self and self-pity. If you care for those at the bottom, Isaiah says, then you will be praising God and doing God’s work. Because the way I care for another helps me see how God cares for me. Every one of us, no matter how rich and secure we are, ultimately needs God, ultimately depends on every gift God gives us. 
We also have something that the world desperately needs. That is the second thing Jesus was saying when he said that we are the light of the world. We have something the world cannot find anywhere else.

Mother Teresa was speaking to persons who had come to meet her from all over the world. Among the groups to which she spoke was one of religious sisters from many North American orders. After her talk she asked if there were any questions. "Yes, I have one," a woman sitting near the front said. "As you know, most of the orders represented here have been losing members. It seems that more and more women are leaving all the time. And yet your order is attracting thousands upon thousands. What do you do?" Without hesitating Mother Teresa answered, "I give them Jesus."

"Yes I know," said the woman, "but take habits, for example. Do your women object to wearing habits? And the rules of the order, how do you do it?" "I give them Jesus," Mother Teresa replied.

"Yes, I know Mother," said the woman, "but can you be more specific?""I give them Jesus," Mother Teresa repeated again.

"Mother," said the woman, "we are all of us aware of your fine work. I want to know about something else."

Mother Teresa said quietly, "I give them Jesus. There is nothing else." (3)

What do we have that the world can't find anywhere else? All we have is the person of Jesus Christ.

We are often reminded that we live in a pluralistic world. Today there are persons of many religious backgrounds who are calling our country their home. And we can learn many things from our new neighbors. If someone should ask you, though, what is distinctive about Christianity, let me suggest you do as Mother Teresa did. Give them Jesus. The greatest heresy current today is that all religions are the same. Even today it’s not just religions it has become spiritualities.  There are so many out there.  It was like the problem that St Paul had with the Greeks.

The Greeks were very serious about philosophy.  When St. Paul visited Greece, he found that many of the Greeks were firmly entrenched in the camps of several philosophers.  For example, there were those who followed Heraclitus and believed that the world was always in a constant state of change.  There were those who followed Parmenides who claimed that the world was unchangeable.  There were the followers of Plato who spoke about the inner recollection we all have of an ideal world. The world according to Plato was a combination of what our minds could make of it and reality.  There were the followers of Aristotle who said that the world is as it appears.  Reality exists, and we are capable of understanding it.

                       Paul came to these people without having any particular knowledge of the major Greek philosophers.  You can understand why he came to these intelligentsia in fear and trembling.  "What line of thinking are you employing?" the Greek citizen would ask Paul.  “In what philosophy is your wisdom based?”  To these Paul states in the second reading for today, "My message and my preaching has none of the persuasive force of ‘wise’ argumentation.  Instead it has the convincing power of the Holy Spirit."  Then he reminds the Christians at Corinth, "As a result your faith rests not on the wisdom of men, but on the power of God."

                       Philosophy is good, important and necessary, but the wisdom of philosophy is infinitely inferior to the power of God.  This is Paul's message to the new Christians at Corinth.  It is his message to us as we are continually tempted to underestimate the value of our faith.
Certainly, all of the world's great religions have something worthwhile to offer. You can find help in all of them. But what you can't find is the story of the Prodigal Son, or the Good Samaritan or the Rich Fool. There is no higher order of life than that which Jesus taught. Christianity as an institution might not be too appealing at times, but if you understand the life and teachings of Jesus, he has no peer. Literally. We have a responsibility for the world. We also have something the world cannot find anywhere else. This brings us to the last thing to be said.

We are not the source of our light; we are but reflectors of a much greater source. There is One who has touched our lives and given us the power and the authority to touch others.

Eric Butterworth once told about a college professor who had his sociology class go into the Baltimore slums to get case histories of 200 young boys. The students were asked to write an evaluation of each boy's future. In every case the students wrote, "He hasn't got a chance."

Twenty-five years later another sociology professor came across the earlier study. He had his students follow up on the project to see what had happened to these boys. With the exception of 20 boys who had moved away or died, the students learned that 176 of the remaining 180 had achieved extraordinarily successful as lawyers, doctors and businessmen.

The professor was astounded and decided to pursue the matter further. Fortunately, all the men were in the area and he was able to ask each one, "How do you account for your success?" In each case the reply came with feeling, "There was a teacher."

That teacher was still alive, so he sought her out and asked the elderly but still alert woman what magic formula she had used to pull these boys out of the slums into successful achievement. The teacher's eyes sparkled and her lips broke into a gentle smile. "It's really very simple," she said. "I loved those boys." No wonder those boys succeeded. Their teacher loved them.

Once there was a teacher who also loved his students. He saw possibilities in them that no one else saw in them. He saw possibilities in them they did not see in themselves. "You are the light of the world," he said to them. And so they became. The love they received from him they passed on to others. Today there is no place in this world that the light they received from him doesn't shine. Because of fierce persecution, it is sometimes only a faint flicker. Sometimes because of the weaknesses of his followers the fire is uncertain and tentative, but still it glows. And now it is in your possession and mine. We are the light of the world.

I don't believe that I am being overly dramatic when I say there are people in this world who are lost in darkness and they're looking for a light ” any light ” to lead them to spiritual, emotional and mental safety. How about your light? Is it shining? Could they find their way home because of you? You and I are the light of the world. We have a responsibility for the world. We have what the world desperately needs. We are not the source of the light but merely reflectors ” reflectors of the true light of Jesus Christ.
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