The prophet Isaiah talks today about something that we know to be true.  He’s talking about the importance of good works.  He says, “Feed the hungry, shelter the homeless, clothe the naked,” simple acts that we refer to as the Corporal Works of Mercy.  Do these things, he says, and “light [will] rise for you in the darkness” and “your light [will] break forth.”  He’s saying that there are two very different benefits to doing good works.  

He’s saying give of yourself, be generous with what you have, and you’ll see the light of God—you’ll experience Him in a way like never before.  We may not be able to touch and feel it like a concrete object, but we can sense it as all around us.  And we’ve all experienced this before—we know how good it feels when we help others.  We experience that light.  But Isaiah promises more—he also says, Do these things, and you’ll not only experience the light of God, but your own light breaking forth.  You’ll catch a glimpse of the innate goodness that God placed within you long ago.  So we see that living out an active faith—being a witness of faith for others—benefits everyone, yourself included.  

Jesus tries to explain this in his teaching today.  He says, “You are the light of the world.”  You can’t hide a lamp under a bushel basket.  Now, lamps in Jesus’ day were very much unlike what we have today.  They weren’t electric bulbs.  They were oil lamps that looked like little genie’s lamps, with a wick leading down to a small pool of oil, that you had to light.  This is what people pictured when they heard Jesus’ words today.  What would it mean to put a lamp like this under a bushel basket?  Of course, it would mean hiding the light underneath, but it also meant depriving the flame of the oxygen it needs to continue burning.  Eventually, it’ll die out.  Placing the lamp under a basket deprives others of its light, and it causes its own certain end.  Jesus wants us to keep that light burning by allowing it to shine for others to see.  
Jesus explains it in other terms.  He says a city set on a hill can’t be hidden.  Again, we have to go back to how people would have understood this metaphor.  Cities in that time weren’t placed on hills because it had a great view.  It was a necessity, for safety’s sake.  To be up on a hill, at the highest vantage point, meant that guards could keep watch on all the land around them to watch for potential invaders.  Hiding a city on a hill meant making the city vulnerable to attack because they couldn’t keep watch.  Jesus wants us to safeguard the city by opening it up to the view of everyone.  

In just the same way, Jesus has asked us to safeguard our faith and our call to holiness.  Don’t hide them out of selfishness or fear.  Faith and the call to holiness are safeguarded best when they’re allowed to be seen by all and freely shared.  That means putting faith in practice through good works.  That means practicing the faith through worship in a community (in the Mass, for example).  That means faith needs to be more than just a personal endeavor.  Faith needs to be shared.  
But for some reason, many of us are afraid to do that, afraid to let our light shine or to tear down the walls.  We’re afraid to reach out to others in Christian love.  We’re unsure how others will react, we doubt our ability to make a difference, or we feel awkward about expressing what’s inside our heart and soul.  But Jesus calls us not to live our lives in isolation and not to keep our faith hidden from view, or else our faith will slowly burn out and die.  
The story is told of an old farmer named Peter who at one time had been a very faithful member of his church.  As time went on, he would go less and less, until one day he just stopped going altogether.  Weeks turned into months.  His priest finally decided to drop by one day for a visit.  They sat by the coal fire sipping cups of coffee and making small talk when finally the priest said, “So, Peter, I couldn’t help but notice that you haven’t been in church lately.”  The farmer said, “No, no, I’ve been pretty busy.”  “Now, Peter,” the priest said, “you know you can’t receive the full blessing of the Lord outside His Body.”  The farmer looked at the pastor and said, “But I can talk to God right here just as well as I can there.  Quite frankly, I don’t see the benefit of being with a bunch of people that I can’t get here by myself.”   “I see,” the priest said.  An awkward silence followed for a few moments as they sat there, just staring at the fire.  Then, without a word, the priest leaned forward, took the tongs next to the fireplace, reached into the fire, took out a single piece of coal and placed it on the hearth.  They watched in silence as the coal slowly went from bright orange to dull red and finally to ash grey.  The priest then picked up the cold piece of coal and placed it back in the fire, where very soon it began to glow bright once again.  After a few moments, the old farmer broke the silence when he turned to the priest and said with a sheepish grin, “Father, I’ll see you on Sunday.”  
The fact is, if we keep our faith only to ourselves, it’s going to die—

· Just like a coal removed from the fire

· Just like an oil lamp smothered by a bushel basket

· Just like a city that isolates itself and hides from the world

Faith needs to be expressed.  Faith begs to be shared.  Faith needs to be witnessed.  
I talk with a lot of people, and one of the more common struggles I hear is the spouse, the parent or the child who desperately wants to see a loved one return to the faith so they can experience Jesus Christ. They describe to me how they see their loved ones grow more impatient and angry with little frustrations, how they break easily under pressure, how their lives seem to be out of control.  They know that Jesus Christ is the answer, but they don’t know how to bring them back to the Church.  This Gospel speaks to this struggle:

· It challenges us to begin with ourselves, by asking: How’s my own faith life?  Am I actively sharing the joys of my faith with them?  Am I giving them a reason to come back to Church, when they see how a life of faith has changed my life for the good?  It also challenges us to assess how we’re practicing the faith: Am I taking it seriously?  Do I see the Mass as more than just a weekly obligation, but an opportunity to praise and give thanks and grow closer to God?  In the end, we want to show that a life of faith helps us in the good times and in the bad times, and it helps us to more like Jesus Christ—not just a good person, but a holy person.  
· I think this is especially relevant for parents, because it requires an honest and urgent assessment of your own faith life.  If you own faith isn’t strong—and if the way you live isn’t holy—then how can you expect to pass faith on to your children?  Parents have the awesome responsibility to be a light for their children.  And if we’re not sharing our faith life with them, not only will they not be drawn to Christ, but our own faith risks being lost or diminished.  Our faith begs to be shared.  
The prescription comes directly from Jesus, and the prescription is simple: Let your faith be a light to others, not only in your good works, but in your prayer and in your practice of the faith.  Because in doing so, you nurture the faith of others, and strengthen your own.  

