
 
  
 
  Jesus is emphatic. “You are…” he says. Not, “You can be, if you try really hard,” 
not “You will be, if you first prove you are worthy,” not “You really ought to be, if you 
were righteous and holy.” No, Jesus is emphatic. “You are…” 
 
 “You are the salt of the earth.”  
 

When we decided to try and eat healthier a few years ago, one of the things we 
sought to limit in our diet was salt. We started buying no-salt added and low sodium 
foods, and preparing them with other spices. The first time I had low-sodium bread, I 
thought it tasted like cardboard. Same with soups, beans, etc. The food seemed flavorless. 
But everyone said to give it a little time. My taste buds, which had been overwhelmed 
with the high sodium content of the standard western diet, would adjust. And they have. 
Now, when I am faithful to that diet, I really taste food, instead of just salt. But what I’ve 
really noticed is how just a sprinkle of salt can immediately brighten the taste. A little salt 
goes a long way.  

 
The experience of Jesus’ hearers would be the same. Salt was a valuable 

commodity, worth its literal weight in gold, because it functioned to both preserve foods 
in an age before refrigeration, but also because of its effect on food. A small amount of 
salt can change things. 

 
You are the salt of the earth. This gathering of disciples listening to Jesus as he 

preaches the Sermon on the Mount is already a gift for the earth – a small band of people, 
placed here precisely to flavor the world.  

 
You are the light of the world. Again, there is no wiggle room, no chance at all 

that you can be anything other than this thing, which is light to illuminate the world. 
 
First century people knew something about light, because they knew a lot about 

darkness. In Jesus’ day, when it was dark outside, it was really and truly dark, and the 
people of his day would immediately know the power of even one, lit in a single window 
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set on a hill. Such a light could be seen from far away, and a city on a hill – like 
Jerusalem – with lamps lit in windowsills, could be seen from miles away on the desert 
horizon. 

 
You are the light of the world, he says to this tiny band of vulnerable followers. 

Right now, you reflect the glory of your God, and you are placed in the world to 
illuminate the darkness. You are a gift.  

 
This is the first thing that should be said about the church, our first and highest 

calling. The church is a gift to the world. We are the Body of Christ, which is God’s 
grace – God’s salt, God’s light – not for our own sake, but for the sake of the place we 
find ourselves, for the sake of the earth, for the sake of the world.  

 
Salt only exists for other objects. It seasons, flavors, preserves other things. On its 

own, it has no purpose. It’s true purpose and power comes in its relationships to other 
things. Light, on its own, does nothing but travel in a straight line. It is only as it 
illuminates that its true power is shown. Apart from the objects of its illumination, it is 
diminished.  

 
As Tom Long says, “The church, like salt, like light, has one purpose – to live the 

kingdom life in the world.” And “what the people of God do in the world really counts.”  
 
Room in the Inn and the Campus for Human Development mobilizes 

congregations like ours around the Nashville area to house homeless persons in the heart 
of winter. We have been blessed now for nine years to participate in this ministry. About 
five years ago, someone in our community asked me a serious question about this work. 
How in the world, he asked, did I think putting homeless people up in a church and 
providing them a couple of meals and a hot shower would really make a difference in the 
homeless problem? It is a systemic problem demanding systemic answers, and not just 
feel-good charity from well-meaning churches.  

 
It is a good question, and it can be asked about many of the things we do. How 

does putting one clean water system in Haiti address the crushing issues of poverty and 
development in that country? How does building a house with Habitat for Humanity or in 
the Hard Bargain neighborhood in Franklin adequately address the problems of 
affordable housing? How does bagging sweet potatoes in Wilson Hall solve hunger? How 
does one week in Beirut answer the crisis of refugees? How does a group of people 
traveling to Appalachia or Hattiesburg in the wake of natural disasters and spending a 
week gutting houses really help re-build communities? 



The answer, if looked at from a development perspective, analyzed by the laws of 
social science, is, “not much.” But if we understand ourselves as salt and light, if we 
believe we have been placed in this world to season it and illuminate it, to help the world 
see the God who lies behind it all, then nothing we do is wasted.  

 
These acts in and of themselves will not solve poverty, they will not re-build whole 

cities, they will not eradicate substandard housing. But they do proclaim to the world a 
God whose will is for all God’s children to live in peace, who is even now establishing 
the kingdom of what the Jews call shalom – wholeness, integrity, justice. Each time we 
engage in such acts, in response to God’s grace, we spread a little salt, we shed a little 
light – these are gifts to the world that proclaim not the church, but the God who gives. 

 
These acts are part of what Jesus means by fulfilling the law. The law, the Torah, is 

a gift of God for the world. Far from an onerous and legalistic, judgmental burden, the 
Law is intended to establish what a life of human flourishing looks like. It is the love, 
peace, and justice of God – the covenant of God – given to the world through Israel. 

 
Jesus is its fulfillment in the world, a sign that this law is life. He will go on in the 

Sermon on the Mount to reveal the spirit of the law beyond the letter, and always, always, 
that spirit is the Spirit of the God who is love for all. 

 
We could also ask what good forty-five minutes in Sunday school or an hour of 

singing hymns and praying prayers and listening to Scriptures and sermons will do to 
address a broken world.  

 
I will tell you what I’ve seen. I’ve seen women and men, young and old, walk out 

of this sanctuary knowing themselves to be baptized followers of Jesus Christ, imperfect 
to be sure, but relying on God’s grace, determined to make a difference in whatever 
circles they move. The world will turn, the world does turn, when Jesus’ words about the 
law take root.  

 
The world turns when we recognize that not only should we not murder, but we 

should not slay with our words. The world will turn when we realize hate is not part of 
the Christian vocabulary. 

 
The world turns when we reject the idea of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 

and step off the vicious cycle of revenge and retribution. 
 



The world turns when we hear Jesus say that loving our neighbors and hating our 
enemies is the very least we can do, but followers of his love our enemies, and pray for 
those who persecute us. 

 
The Sermon on the Mount is filled with these ways that the church of Jesus Christ 

is an exhibition of the kingdom of heaven to the world, is salt that transforms, is light that 
illumines. And, friends, when we, by God’s grace, can walk out of here on a Sunday 
morning and walk in the light of this sermon, the world is different, it flourishes with life 
which transforms the world. 

 
Now, some will say a life shaped by this sermon is impossible, some will, as they 

did of old, even mock these words and those who are trying to live them, however 
imperfectly. So be it. Jesus said that would happen. We surely know that these words are 
difficult to live. But that is no reason to throw our hands up in despair; instead, it is all the 
more reason to sing the hymns and pray the prayers and hear the Word and break the 
bread and pour the wine – that we may be formed, more and more, by the blessing. 

 
“You are the salt of the earth. You are the light of the world.” Be who you are. 

Amen. 


