
 
  

 

 “You are the salt of the earth…” 

 

 “You are the light of the world…” 

 

 I stood in this pulpit exactly three years ago, right on the eve of the pandemic that 

would shut us down and told you all something about my diet. I told you, and I quote, 

“When we decided to try and eat healthier a few years ago, one of the things we tried to 

limit in our diet was salt.” I described buying no-salt added and low sodium foods, 

preparing them with other spices. I didn’t like it at first. Everything tasted bland, like 

cardboard. I told you about advice I received that said for me to give it time, that my 

tastebuds would adjust. And I told you they did adjust and that now even a small amount 

of salt went a long way. 

 

 All of that was true. I should have known, however, that it might not last. I come 

from a family where, at Thanksgiving, after a salt-laden feast, we will eat sugar-soaked 

desserts. After the last morsal of pie is gone, someone will announce, “I need to get that 

sweet taste out of my mouth,” which is the prompt in our holiday liturgy, the “The Lord 

be with you,” if you will, to which the people respond, “And also with you,” and eat 

more ham. Those are my people who do that.  

 

 So the pandemic hit, and my tastebuds took on a life of their own and said, “Hey 

Chris, if we’re going to be stuck inside together, let’s take delight in simple pleasures.”  

 

 Turns out, salt is powerful. Like light, it brightens food, giving it life. And once it 

is set loose, like light, it transforms all it touches. 

 

Jesus blesses us in this text by telling us the truth about ourselves. Notice he 

doesn’t say, “You can be the salt of the earth if you try hard. You will be allowed to be 

the light of the world if you earn it. If you hustle for it, you can shine. No, he gathers us 

around him this morning, looks us in the eye, and tells us who we are. 
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You are the salt of the earth. You are already a gift for the earth – placed here 

precisely to flavor the world. You are, everywhere you go, the church, bearing in your 

baptism the very kingdom of God, which, like salt, brings life to all. You are chosen and 

called to make a difference, right here and right now. You – salt of the earth. 

 

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. 

 

“You are the light of the world.” Right now, you reflect the glory of your God, and 

you are placed in the world to illuminate the darkness. You are a gift.  

 

And the “you” here is plural – “Ya’ll are the light of the world.” The church is 

placed in the world to reflect God’s light. God’s kingdom bursts forth as light in the 

darkness. You, collectively, are the bearers of that light. 

 

You are…we are…salt and light. This is a continuation of the Beatitudes, the 

blessings Jesus bestows. So each time we come to the font to hear the words from God 

that we are the beloved and forgiven children of God; each time we are encountered by 

the Word that reveals God to us; each time we come to this table to receive the 

nourishment of grace from God; we are being formed in these ways into salt, into light.  

 

The question then becomes for us, “To what end?”  

 

The end comes into view in the chapters that will follow in the Sermon on the 

Mount. Jesus will describe the salt and the light as a righteousness that exceeds the 

righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees. Jesus will move his disciples from the letter of 

the law to its spirit. “you have heard that it was said, an eye for an eye an a tooth for a 

tooth, but I say to you, whoever strikes you on one cheek, turn to them the other as well; 

whoever compels you to go one mile, go with them two; whoever demands coat, give 

them your shirt as well.” That’s what salt looks like in the world, that’s the light that 

dispels darkness.  

 

To what end? Take it public, says Jesus. When we go down from this mountain, 

we go as salt and light and life. Be who you are. Be the church. In the world. In public. 

 

“You are the salt of the earth. But if salt has lost its saltiness, it is good for 

nothing…You are the light of the world. But no one lights a lamp and puts it under a 

bushel basket…” 

 



 We who have been set in the world to shine can easily allow fear to rule us, and 

our gifts go underground. And so his blessing comes with a reminder: our identity in 

Christ, the coming of the kingdom, is not for ourselves alone. It is for the world. Salt that 

has lost its saltiness is no good, a lamp hidden under a basket illuminates nothing. Let 

your light shine. 

 

 Exposed, in public, is a frightening place to be. I like being salt and light here in 

this sanctuary, among others who share my identity. But out there, where might makes 

right? Where the bottom line is all that matters? Where it is deemed okay to trash those 

who oppose you? To be mean and unkind and say, “Well, that’s just politics?”  

 

 I have been taken in recent days by Pope Francis’s visit to South Sudan. That 

nation that was founded by Sudanese Christians has been roiled by ethnic and tribal 

bloodshed on a horrific scale. There’s rampant corruption in the government.  

 

 The Pope came to them to remind them of who they are. He asked them to resist 

the “venom of hatred” and to shun the “blind fury of violence.” The Pope spoke to them 

Christian to Christian, calling them to be who they really are. He consistently asked them 

not to give into fear.    

 

 You probably know Martin Niemoller from the famous words he spoke in the time 

of Nazi Germany – “First they came for the Jews, and I was not a Jew, so I stayed 

silent…”  

 

 He preached his last sermon before he was taken prisoner and put in a 

concentration camp in 1936 in Berlin on this text. It was a fearful time when the church 

was being asked, with a gun to their head, to no longer be distinct from German culture 

and the white supremacy and antisemitism that infected it.  

 

 Niemoller said in the sermon, “It is only during these days that I have realized – 

that I have understood – what the Lord Jesus Christ means when he says: “Do not hide 

the light under a bushel!” I have not lit the candle for you to put it under the bushel, in 

order to protect it from the wind. Away with the bushel! The light should be placed upon 

a candlestick! It is not your business to worry about whether or not the candle is 

extinguished by the wind. We are not to worry whether the light is extinguished or not; 

that is His concern: we are only to see that the light is not hidden away – hidden away 

perhaps with a noble intent, so that we may bring it out again in calmer times – no: “Let 

your light shine before people!” 

 



 In public. In the schools and the marketplace and the conference table; where 

politics and economics and foreign affairs are discussed; in Ukraine and Russia and 

South Sudan and the streets of Memphis and Ferguson and Milwaukee.  

 

 I know something about the power of salt to transform a meal. I need to cut back 

on it. But salt as a description of the church? We don’t need to cut back at all or shrink 

from the challenge of being spread in the world by our Lord, in public. 

 

 And we know that a single flame is a vulnerable thing, especially when the wind is 

blowing. And yet, that’s exactly when the light is most needed, in public. 

 

  You are the salt of the earth. You are the light of the world. Receive the blessing, 

and boldly go public with it, to the glory of God. Amen.  


