
 

SALT, LIGHT AND RIGHTEOUSNESS 

 
Matthew 5:12-20: Isaiah 58:1-9a  

 

 One persistent complaint from those who suffer high blood pressure is the 

doctor’s demand to cut down on salt.  Though most would recognize that excessive 

salt contributes to the problem, to do without would be to diminish the enjoyment 

of food for salt does enhance flavor, at least until one ceases using it except but 

sparingly if at all.  Substitutes of sodium chloride, table salt, do not seem to be 

satisfactory for most.  We note as well that we need some salt to replace that which 

is lost through perspiration our we will find ourselves to be faint.  Salt, especially 

in the time of Jesus and in the gospel lesson for today, is appreciated because it 

flavors life.  As salt, we are called to flavor. 

 Another complaint of modern life is that light can be annoying though the 

lack of it, for some, causes unhealthy outlook.  Brighter light may reveal more of 

the evidences of aging than one might prefer whereas subdued lighting makes it 

harder to read.  As the fall moves into winter, diminishing sunlight can expose a 

syndrome whose depression can often be modified simply by sitting in an artificial 

light.  

 And there is law—too much of it to suit some, not enough to please others.  

Statutes can inhibit our behavior, if they are heeded, codes can regulate so much so 

that we lose freedoms that we enjoy.  Even commandments can be uncomfortable 

and irritating.  Apparently keeping the sabbath holy has become a choice rather 

than command as the day is set aside more for pleasure and chores than giving a 

needed opportunity to rest in God.  The command to not kill certainly creates the 

call for a safer society but is this call to be extended to those counted enemy or 

others convicted of terrible crimes?   

 The larger portion of Matthew’s gospel of which these commands are to be 

found reminds us that life in the time of Jesus was difficult, even as it is today.  

Jesus addresses the questions, the choices, the responsibilities of those who would 

claim faith in his time.  Though we might wish for specifics related to our days, the 

teaching of Jesus enables us to be faithful in all times.  Jesus could not be expected 

to address current technology but he did speak of respect and truth, both of which 

can be compromised with the tools at hand today.  

 You are the salt of the earth.  How do we flavor the world in which we live?  

Are we people of joy and justice?  Can we follow the Christ who expresses love 

and exhibits grace?  It is possible for us to humbly laugh at our mistakes and offer 

forgiveness to those who mistreat?  Can compassion overcome our fears and our 
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 judgments?  Over the ages, religions have sponsored art accessible to any who 

entered a church, a museum, a gallery. 

The tragedy of the burning of Notre Dame is not to be found in losing a place of 

worship for there are many more that could be employed and it is possible that 

none are needed in this world so decorated by God.  But the architecture, the 

stained windows, the statuary, the carvings, the color and design may provide 

connection with God more than place and space.   

 The caution that Jesus raises before his hearers is that it is possible to lose 

the flavoring aspect of salt and cause it to be thrown out of the house.  A part of the 

Christian family forsook and forsakes much of religious practice that has provided 

delight and joy.  Just as the mosque has no interior decoration beyond design and 

words artfully scrawled across the walls, so some branches of Christianity prefer 

clear glass windows, plain walls, not robes nor candles nor, in some cases, musical 

instruments.  Tradition and practicality are of paramount importance for those 

seeking faith.  More importantly, the loss of hospitality and concern for community 

may remove possible flavors of worth and value, of grace and peace from a 

neighborhood although there are others who would offer substitutes.   

 Likewise, light can be covered over and put out, although it is difficult to 

imagine that placing a lamp under a bushel basket as in earlier translations would 

cause anything less than a flaming fire, temporary though it might be.  When light 

is put out, we often lose our bearings in life.  Any tourist who travels down into 

Mammoth Cave in Kentucky as well as other subterranean excursions may marvel 

at the profound darkness than can be attained when lights our extinguished.  The 

experiment that best illustrates the disorientation darkness can bring is to attempt 

to touch one’s nose.  What normally occurs is that one almost punches oneself in 

the nose or on an area close to it because we do not see our hand coming.  

Temporary or permanent blindess requires many other cues to be developed in 

order to live carefully in the world.  But the metaphor of light moves us beyond 

optics for we understand that the darkness of poverty can be replaced with the light 

of sufficiency even though this light might be put out by greed and fear.  Mercy 

may provide light in the dark of guilt, human connection may redeem the dark of 

isolating despair, love can illuminate the worth of one devalued by traditions of 

privilege.          

   We are to be flavoring salt, we are to be revealing light and both can 

contribute to righteousness in our world.  The intent of commandment and law and 

statute and code is to create people who live the justice of God who seeks the 

salvation of all people.  Jesus comes, as he announces in this passage, to fulfill the 

law not to deny it.  The prophet Isaiah in today’s reading reminds Israel that fasting 

is not undertaking to be noticed nor to be acceptable to God.  Rather Isaiah 
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proclaims that the religious practice of fasting is to be expressed in “loosening the 

bonds of injustice, undoing the thongs of the yoke, letting the oppressed go free, 

sharing bread with the hungry, covering the naked, and, perhaps most personally 

threatening of all, to bring the homeless into your house.  [Isaiah 58.6-7]  Fulfilling 

the law, the statute, the code, the commandment, the practice in this way, says the 

prophet, will bring forth light and healing and glory and even response from God.   

 Yesterday at our Second Saturday breakfast, several had the opportunity to 

sit with Franklin and to learn of Glendale Community College’s program which 

seeks to assist those leaving incarceration to return to free society and become 

productive for self, for all.  Franklin speak openly of that which caused him to 

spend several years in prison and then to find his way to GCC’s program, partly 

because he has always lived in nearby Pasadena.  When he sought to enter the 

program, he was almost immediately considered to be one who could not only 

represent the activity of the college but also organize programs for this 

consitutency.  He spoke of the activities that assist those who know the difficulties 

of life after prison, of expungements, of resources, of despair, of success.  As is the 

case elsewhere, the crucial, critical issue is jobs. 

 Franklin also spoke of the justice system and of the prison environment, 

neither of which, in his opinion, honors the worth of human beings which often 

leads to despair and further illegal activity and to violence.  When asked what he 

would have the churches to do in light of the needs of this population, he asked 

simply that we educate people about the judicial system, the prison system, and the 

difficulty in obtaining employment when one has been convicted of a felony and 

must indicate so on any job application.  We may hear from Franklin or another 

who represents these women and men seeking salt, light, God’s righteousness and  

human justice. 

  Enough complaining.  Being salt and light, living righteously all glorify 

God.  We are called to flavor the world with faith, to light life with justice, to bring 

forth God’s righteousness so that all may be part of the kingdom, a kingdom that 

welcomes all, even those who are considered felons.  This will not necessarily 

bring us honor or praise but it will bring praise and glory to God.  Thanks be to 

God.  Amen.  
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