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When I am driving and hear a car horn honk, I have a hard time 
not looking to see if the person is honking at me.  I imagine 
that’s a good thing, on the whole, but sometimes I wonder what 
it says about me, especially during those moments when I’m not 
the intended recipient.  

Am I guilty of something?  Worried that I’m in the wrong?  
There’s no way of determining from a honking horn alone what 
the circumstances are.  Sometimes people honk and then smile 
and wave, and I recognize them, and smile and wave back.  
There’s really no way of knowing from the honk alone. 

There’s a lot of ambiguity in the Gospels and today’s reading is 
a good example that.  It starts with the statement, “You are the 
salt of the earth.”  Pretty simple, right?  When you here that, to 
whom do you imagine Jesus is addressing these words?  To the 
disciples individually?  To them as a group?   

Same with “You are the light of the world.”  Me personally, or 
all of us together? The statement is a bit ambiguous. 

Of course, like most good Catholic answers, we can usually feel 
comfortable responding to the ambiguity with “both/and.”  But 
my hunch is that when we hear these words, we think first of all 
about ourselves individually.  We all have to make our own 
response to the call of the Gospel and to living the Christian 
moral life. 

But it’s worth noting that Jesus did not call the disciples for an 
individual pursuit of holiness.  If that were the case, there would 
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have been no point in making such a fuss about naming 12 of 
them to form an intentional community of apostles, which they 
did and which continued as a community in Jerusalem until they 
became so persecuted there that they ended up scattered to the 
four winds. 

I don’t want to minimize the importance of feeling ourselves 
personally and individually addressed by Jesus’ words in today’s 
Gospel, but since it’s less likely for us to think of those state-
ments as pertaining to us as a community, I thought that might 
be a good thing to focus on for a change. 

I’m not alone in doing so.  In the 90s the American bishops 
wrote a letter to all the parishes in the U.S. addressing them as 
communities of salt and light.  In that letter the bishops remind-
ed us that parishes are communities of faith, action, and hope. 

Parishes play a crucial role in proclaiming the gospel not only 
by words and worship, but also by action on behalf of the com-
mon good.  Jesus not only preached, he also healed, and looked 
to the needs of those around him, and acted on their behalf. 

We have a vibrant social service dimension to our parish life.  
Particularly when it comes to feeding the hungry, we can say 
that we have organized ourselves in such a way as to make a 
significant contribution to meeting this need.   

I think the gospel encourages us to see that effort as a way that 
we are being salt and light in the larger Terre Haute community.  
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That must be the case, because people outside our parish have 
taken notice and joined with us in that work—whether that’s as 
one of the actual volunteers who put the meals together and 
serve them, or individuals and organizations who see what we 
do as being valuable and contribute material resources to the 
effort. 

That’s what happens when people join together to go beyond 
what they can do individually and recognize that some needs are 
too large a number for individuals, or even for individual 
groups. 

Since we have had such success in organizing an important out-
reach such as the soup kitchen, and know what sort of effort it 
takes, we are in a particularly good position to appreciate the 
efforts of others who are also striving to be communities of salt 
and light. 

We can’t be in the forefront of everything, but we can contribute 
to the common good even when someone else is taking the lead.  
That’s also a part of being salt and light:  supporting others in 
their efforts to put the gospel into practice. 

And sometimes that even means taking part in the prophetic 
ministry of calling the civil society to task.  I recently heard the 
comment by a local civic leader that, regarding the increased 
presence of homelessness in our area, that was something for the 
churches to address.  

  



5th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
 

   
 

But if the alleviation of homelessness belongs to the common 
good, then it’s the business of everyone in common.  Surely, we 
churches will do our part, but being salt and especially light 
means shedding the light of truth on the social conditions of our 
day and calling everyone to embrace their responsibility to 
address them. 

Christianity is not an individualistic religion, nor is it relegated 
solely to our private lives.  Christ calls us together to journey to 
the kingdom, being salt and shedding light all along the way. 

He gives us a role to play in the inbreaking of his kingdom, in 
which our efforts also bring salvation, are good news to the 
poor, and liberating for all who are held captive by anything that 
keeps them for living the full dimensions of their humanity. 


