Well, it’s Super Bowl Sunday, and a record-breaking 110 million people are expected to watch the game today.
· Prior to the record number of viewers for this year’s and last year’s Super Bowls, the television viewing record was 106 million people, who tuned in to watch the 1983 final episode of M*A*S*H. 

Now, contrast those record numbers of TV viewers with the declining numbers of people who are attending church – specifically mainline denominations, like Presbyterians, Methodists, Lutherans, and yes, Episcopalians.

· Specifically in the Episcopal Church, we have been declining for decades.

· We now officially claim about 2 million members in America, which is about a 1 million member decline from 1960, and about a 13% membership drop just in the last decade.

· In fact, the number of Mormons in America are now more than double the number of Episcopalians.

But so we don’t quite feel so bad, there has been a decline ALL across the board in American Christianity.
· A Gallup poll finds that since 1948, there has been a 15% drop in Americans who identify themselves as Christians. 
· And a 10% drop just in the last 20 years.
· Factor in a nebulous term like “identify” – which can mean different things to different people – and who knows really how many Christians are in America???  
Meanwhile, the biggest increase in religious affiliation has actually been that of 
         “NO religious affiliation.” 
· It has grown by over 20 million in the same amount of time that there’s been a 10% drop in Americans identifying themselves as Christians.

· If that rate of decline continues, Islam will be the most populous religion in the world by the year 2050, and most Americans will identify themselves as non-religious or at least non-Christian by 2035. 

All of this isn’t necessarily because people no longer believe in God.

· For there appears to be a major increase in the interest of spirituality – especially in New Age and Neo-Paganism 

       (which has a lot of polytheistic and animistic beliefs). 

· Wiccans, for example, are doubling in numbers about every 3 yrs.

· In fact, I was talking with a teen just the other day, who was sharing with me her Wiccan beliefs about her goddess, finding spiritual eggs, and our inner immortal spirits from past lives.

· I’m not making this up!
· Obviously, this increased interest in spirituality is not translating into greater church involvement.

· How many times have you heard the following, “I’m spiritual – (but not religious)”??
· It’s just a matter of fact that confidence in religious institutions has hit an all-time low.
It’s into this current scenario that we need to re-examine a well-known teaching of Jesus, “You are the salt of the earth…You are the light of the world” (Matthew 5:13-14).
First, Christians as SALT…

It’s well known that salt was highly valued in the ancient world.

· Did you know that it was connected with purity?

· Salt’s glistening whiteness makes it an easy connection, but also because salt came from the purest of all things: the sun and the sea.

· So when Jesus says that Christians are to be salt, he’s partly saying that we should be pure in our lives.
· Our honesty, conscientiousness, moral standards, and work ethic should be much higher than that of the prevailing world.

· Instead, the world laughs at Christians who make much ado over homosexuality, because the trends in heterosexual infidelity and promiscuity are comparable in and out of the Church.

· I do not condone either of the behaviors.

· I’m just saying many Christians aren’t very pure as “salt.” 

· Now, besides purity, salt also represents preservation.
· It keeps things from going bad.

· Therefore, Jesus is saying that a Christian should be the kind of person whose very presence defeats corruption and makes it easier for others to be good.

· You know how there’s certain people who by just being there, you know NOT to tell a certain joke or use certain language.

· And yet we know OTHER people whose presence makes it easier to be more relaxed (shall we say) in our standards.

· Which are you???

· And lastly w/salt:  it’s not only pure and preserving, but it adds flavor or… perk.
· In a world so down in the dumps over economic and political uncertainty, Christians – above all others – should have joy and peace radiating from them, because their identity is secure in an eternal kingdom, where neither thief nor rust nor moth can steal, corrode, or eat away our possessions (see Matthew 6:19-20).
· Unfortunately, Christianity has become synonymous with boring.
· Oliver Wendell Holmes once wrote that he might have become a minister had he met more clergymen who didn’t remind him of undertakers! (
· To follow Jesus and have his amazing love, joy, and peace to savor in this life (and of course in the next) is looked at by others as “missing out” on life and not “livin’ it up.”
· I’m reminded of a Super Bowl commercial last year where in a parody of the TV show “LOST,” a lady tells a bunch of plane crash survivors on a deserted island that she’s found the plane’s radio to call for a rescue to get off the island. EVERYONE JUST BLANKLY STARES.
· Then another guy runs up and says he’s found the plane’s beverage cart… and it’s full of Bud Light!!!  EVERYONE: “WOO HOOOOOO!!!”
· It sure seems like our society prefers to make the same choice. 
But besides salt of the earth, Jesus also calls Christians “the LIGHT of the world.”

· If we’re to be pure, preserving, and add perk as SALT, what does he mean for us as LIGHT??

· First off, light is to be seen.

“No one after lighting a lamp puts it under a bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house” (Matthew 5:15).
· When people trust Christ as their Savior from sin and as their Ruler of life, Christ’s very presence comes to be with them and in them by the Holy Spirit.  

· And the more we cooperate with his ways and walk in his life, the more we shine in our demeanor, speech, thoughts, and actions for others to see.  

· Just as long as we realize that we’re not promoting ourselves, but Christ.

· That’s why the next verse says, “let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven” (v. 16).
· This is the very verse that inspired me to name the former Leadership House “the Lighthouse.”  
· It’s atop this hill – just like St. Paul’s is – and overlooks the valley.  
· God gave me this vision that the Lighthouse would be a place where people (especially youth) – regardless of background or affiliation – could safely come to know Jesus and experience his transforming life and light.
· And I’m thankful to say that’s happening.
· Next… light is not only to SEE, but to SHOW.  

· Light illuminates our path.  

· By this, Jesus means that Christians should be an example for others to find and lean on for what is good and lovely. 

· Many people would follow the right way, if only they had someone with the courage to stand up and say, “I won’t go there – I’ll go this way instead.”  

· With guiding lights as examples, more people will be shown the correct path of Christ.  

· But without light to follow the way, many will perish – 

if for no other reason than they did not have another to show them away from the ledge.
· And lastly with light…it’s to see, to show, and it’s to SIGNAL.
· A lighthouse just doesn’t shine to be seen or to show a ship where the rocks are, but it also shines to warn a ship to change course.
· Unfortunately, Christians have sometimes not warned people and have instead let them go their own way.

· “It’s their life.  Who am I to judge?  
  Their business – not my place.”
· It’s interesting how in the wake of the Tucson shooting last month there’s been a lot of talk around what else could’ve and should’ve been done to prevent it.  

· What other actions or influence could’ve been taken by friends, families, schools, etc.??  

· We’re quick as a society to point fingers for why awful things were allowed to happen, yet we simultaneously promote a lifestyle of “Your life/Your rules – Different strokes for different folks – My choice/Not yours.”  

· I’m not saying I have all the answers, for there’s 
certainly a tension.

· But as Christians, I think Jesus is clear that we should signal to others what’s wrong, and then show them alternative paths…always in love.

· If we just keep our head down, walk by, and tend to our own life, we will let darkness cast an even longer shadow.

Ya know, one summer in Disney World, I was waiting by myself in the line for a raging, river rapids ride.  (
· Behind me, a group of teens arrived and were talking about normal teen stuff: who’s goin’ out with who, he said/she said, and what to do next. 
· However, in the midst of their conversation, they were cussing…A LOT.
· Others in line, as it snaked around, just kinda stuck to their own conversations.
· Maybe it was b/c I was right in front of the teens, but I couldn’t tune it out.  I felt like I had to say something.  
· I admit I was scared.  
· I didn’t know these teens.
· What are they gonna say back to me??
· And I’m stuck in this line for another 45 minutes.  NOOOOO!!!
· So I said a quick prayer and turned to them and said, “Excuse me guys.  I’m sorry, but if you wanna talk like that on your own time in your room or at your home, that’s your call, but c’mon – this is Disney World.  There’s kids and families around.  Maybe drop the foul language, ok?”  
· I waited for the teasing and/or anger to fillet me like some stupid adult who just needed to mind his own business.  
· But you know what?  They were like, “Yeh, man that’s right.”
· And turning to the main perpetrator, they said, “You better cut that out.”
· Then turning back to me, they said, “We been tryin’ to tell him to stop, but he just don’t do it.”  
· And that was it.  Nothing else.  
· We went through the rest of the line without any cussing. 
As Christians, we’ve gotta be willing to signal to others what’s wrong.  

· I know that means sometimes being unpopular and maybe even persecuted. 

· But that’s partly what it means to take up OUR cross and follow Christ, who certainly was hated and rejected by people – even his very own people.  

· He tells it pretty straight up in John 15:18-19:  “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first.  If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own.  As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world.  That is why the world hates you.”
· We’ve got be willing to make sacrifices if we’re going to give American Christianity any sense of integrity in this new decade.  

· It may not change others, but at least it’ll show us as different and true to our beliefs – and not like trampled salt or snuffed out candles.

I want to leave you, though, with good news!!!
In such a gloomy outcast as described in the beginning with all those statistics, Christians today have an incredible opportunity to make a definitive impact on the culture.

· If we allow Jesus to transform us more into the salt we are meant to be, it’s amazing how much flavor and true life can be brought to a bland world.

· Just a SPRINKLE of salt on a slice of cucumber makes it go from 

“ho-hum” to “yum”!!!
· Similarly, with Jesus’ life in us, it’s spectacular to see how bright a single point of light can be in a very dark sky. 

· Maybe that’s why sometimes “little things done with great love” make a big difference (ref. to Mother Teresa). 

Did you know that there are 1.4 million Christian charities in the US?
· And that, as Rick Green said at the Prayer Breakfast on Friday, 85% of the missions in the world come from America??

· No other faith has brought so many changes for good or positively impacted lives, nations, and entire cultures in the world.  

· Not that other faiths don’t do good things too, but they’re nowhere near the number and scope that Christianity does.  

· Freeing sex-slaves, giving value to untouchables in caste societies, abolishing slavery, advocating for child labor laws, tending the sick amidst the Black Plague, caring for orphans amidst the AIDS epidemic, building schools and providing education, reforming prisons, allowing modern science, promoting democracy, and OF COURSE, proclaiming forgiveness and new life now and in the great beyond through the only one who has ever conquered sin and death – 

    Jesus Christ our Lord.
Makes you wonder how much worse things would be, if what has and is being done in the name of Christianity did not occur.

Remember, Jesus said you are the salt and light of the WORLD – not the Church.  

· So as great a job is done here every Sunday, no matter how nice the altar or how well read the lessons or how warmly welcomed people are or what great treats we have afterwards, what we do here on Sundays is for strength, renewal, and solace, so that we can then GO OUT and be pure, preservatives, and with perk…

· … to be seen, to show the Way, and to signal his return.  

· All… and only we will … WITH GOD’S HELP.

Then…maybe… we’ll see some viewer numbers truly worthy of a Super Bowl.  AMEN.
