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“Making a Real Difference” Matt. 5:13-16  11/6/16 

 In the summer of 2004, Shin Fujiyama, a Christian student at Mary 

Washington University in Fredericksburg, VA traveled to Honduras to work 

with people who lived in a squatter’s village because their homes had been 

destroyed by Hurricane Mitch.  He was touched by their plight and when he 

returned home, he founded an official student organization called “Students 

Helping Honduras” at the University.  The students began fundraising 

projects which raised $148,000 to build a school in the Honduran village.  

 Later, while the students were building the school, a 10 year-old girl 

from the village handed Shin a note expressing her dream that one day 

each family in their village would live in their own safe home.  So, Shin took 

this on as a challenge!  With additional fundraising partners, they raised 

over $200,000 more and purchased land on which the villagers could 

legally live, and built the first of many basic homes there.  They are now 

well on their way to completing 44 houses.  They are a registered not-for-

profit organization and have provided educational opportunities for girls, a 

microfinance loan program, safer cooking stoves for residents, several 

schools, and a children’s home for orphans.  There are now chapters of 

“Students Helping Honduras” on over 30 college campuses, including Penn 

State.  Groups of students from all of these schools now go and assist with 

the work. 
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 Many young people long to make a real and lasting difference in our 

world.  And many older people have the same desire, including some of 

you!  Christians have often been on the forefront of making a difference in 

the world, drawing their motivation from the teachings of Jesus- teachings 

like this one found in Matt. 5.  It follows right after the Beatitudes. 

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. 15No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel 

basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house.16In 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. (Matt. 5:13-16) 

 Jesus tells his followers that they are like salt.  In the ancient world, 

salt was used as a preservative as well as for flavoring.  Jesus doesn’t 

specify which use he had in mind here, but I lean toward the preservative 

idea.  Our presence here helps preserve God’s values and priorities for our 

world- a passion for justice, concern for the poor, and joyful gratitude for 

the life God has given us.  But Jesus had a concern about our presence in 

the world.  He was concerned that we might lose our “saltiness.”  You see, 

in order to be effective, salt must be distinctive from what is around it.  

Otherwise, it has little value.  Jesus is warning us to maintain our 
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distinctiveness in a world that would often like to assimilate us into being 

just “another brick in the wall.”  We maintain our distinctiveness by studying 

God’s Word, staying in communication with God, and in fellowship with 

God’s people.  “Salt of the earth.” 

 Jesus also tells us that we are light.  In the ancient world, where there 

were no street lamps, night brought deep darkness.  Entering a home, one 

had to light an oil lamp to see anything!  And such a lamp would be placed 

on a stand, so that its light would illuminate everything in the home.  Jesus 

says that his followers are like that.  We have God’s light within us, which 

again, is distinctive from the darkness around us.  And we are to let that 

light shine by both our words and our deeds, so that others can see that 

light, glorify God, and join in God’s work of making a difference in his world! 

 Let’s look at some practical ways in which we can be the salt and 

light that Jesus calls us to be.  I think there are a couple arenas in which we 

can make a real difference.  The first is among our personal 

acquaintances- family members, classmates, colleagues at work, 

neighbors, fellow members of organizations, etc.  As people come to know 

God and his love for them, God begins to change their hearts in powerful 

ways.  I’ve seen God change the heart of a husband or wife so that they 

can be a full, supportive partner in a marriage.  I’ve seen God deliver 

people from addictions, so that they can fully engage with their families and 
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communities.  I’ve seen God deliver people from greed and a propensity to 

cheat others in business, so that they can be the generous people of 

integrity that God created them to be.  But someone needs to help people 

encounter God.  Someone probably helped you to do that- perhaps a 

parent, grandparent, friend, Sunday School teacher, coach, or colleague.  

Who do you know who needs to experience God in their life?  Pray that 

God will give you (yes, you!) opportunities to share your faith with them, so 

God can make a difference in their life. 

 Jesus’ followers can also make a difference in our communities and 

institutions.  A few years ago Maise Kate Miller endured continued bullying 

from a female classmate at her Mass. High School.  She endured constant 

belittling and criticism about her body and fashion choices.  Maise was 

already having a hard day one afternoon when the bully started loudly 

making fun of her hairstyle- “Who wears pigtails anymore?  What is this, 

kindergarten?”  It was more than Maise could take and she ended up crying 

in her next class, feeling helpless and alone. 

 But then she got an idea.  Rather than retaliating or hiding from the 

bully, she would proudly wear her pigtails all week.  And, after school, using 

Facebook, she invited a few other friends to join her.  That evening when 

she checked her Facebook page, she was shocked to find more than 500 

notifications and friend requests, saying they would be glad to join her!  
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She felt the need to post another note cautioning people not to allow this to 

become bullying in reverse! 

 The next day most of the school’s students- girls, guys, and even a 

teacher- were in pigtails.  Her protest against bullying opened up 

conversations all around the school about this issue, which many kids 

could relate to.  The bullying girl apologized and stopped her aggressive 

behavior with other students, too.  One girl’s courageous stand made a 

difference in her community. 

 And sometimes that’s all it takes!  In the workplace, at school, at a 

club, sometimes it just takes one person to take a stand, and that gives 

others the courage to stand with them, making a real difference in our 

communities and institutions.  We can make a difference right where we 

live. 

 Finally, Jesus also calls us to make a difference in the rest of our 

nation and the whole world as well, sometimes wrestling against problems 

that seem almost impossible to overcome.  For example, William 

Wilberforce, a British Christian in the early 1800’s, felt called by God to 

abolish slavery and reform British society!  British businesses were heavily 

invested the slave trade, and as you might imagine, were dead set against 

changing it.  In addition, many members of Parliament were in their pockets 

and the public cared little about the plight of suffering slaves in the far away 
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Caribbean.  Yet when Wilberforce was elected to Parliament, he introduced 

legislation to restrict the trading of slaves, and he continued to do so every 

year for the next 20 years.  Little changed.   But, he continued to speak and 

campaign vigorously to change the hearts and minds of his countrymen, 

and over time, attitudes did begin to change.  Finally, in 1807, Parliament 

voted to abolish slave trading by a large majority.  It was a huge victory for 

justice, but Wilberforce wasn’t done.  He wanted to see an end to slavery 

itself through the entire empire. 

 So he began introducing legislation to that end!  And in 1833, 26 

years later, as Wilberforce lay dying in his home, slavery was abolished 

throughout the British empire.  Can you imagine what a difference 

Wilberforce made in the lives of hundreds of thousands, even millions of 

people on five continents?  He persisted in the work that God had called 

him to do, and his work brought an end to horrific suffering for an untold 

number of men, women, and children.  One man made a real difference! 

 His story also reminds us of the importance of faith in trying to make 

a difference.  Some people wonder why faith is necessary for such work.  

“Why do I need this God stuff to change the way things are?” some ask.  In 

Wilberforce’s case, he was motivated by his Christian faith and sustained 

by it through set-backs too numerous to count, attacks on his person and 

motivations, and failure after failure.  He needed spiritual sustenance to 
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continue the fight for good, and most people involved in working for justice 

and making major social changes find they need that kind of sustenance to 

persevere as well. 

 Followers of Jesus have made a measurable difference in our world.  

Led largely by Christians, global initiatives have dropped the percentage of 

the world’s population living in substandard housing from 80% to 25%.  

Thirty years ago the world’s literacy rate was 53%.  Now it is 80%.  Three 

out of four people used to have no access to clean water.  Now 3 out of 4 

have access!  Thirty years ago, one in eight children died in their first year 

of life;  now it’s half that number- still way too high, but what a great 

improvement!  Smallpox has been virtually eradicated through vaccination 

programs, and leprosy has seen huge declines.  

 As you can see, there are very practical ways in which followers of 

Jesus have made big differences to people nearby and far away.  And I 

think that makes Jesus very happy, because that’s what he wants us to do! 

 I’m reminded of the film, “It’s a Wonderful Life,” which showed a 

dejected George Bailey what the world would be like without him.  It wasn’t 

a pretty sight!  In the same way, a world without Jesus Christ, without his 

devoted followers, would be a very different world from the one in which we 

live.  It would be a bleaker, meaner, sicker, poorer, and more ignorant 

place.  Our presence in the world is indeed salt and light! 
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 How will you respond to God’s call to be salt and light, to make a 

difference among your acquaintances, in your community, and throughout 

the world? What will you do? 


