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I used to watch a lot of shows on the Food Network; mostly the ones that involved a single cook 

alone in a kitchen talking to a camera. The cooks would prepare three or four dishes in the course 

of a half hour program. They would always encourage the audience to use things like reduced-

sodium broth and unsalted butter, so the cook could control the salt. But I was always amazed, 

when eventually they added salt, at how much they actually used! I would think to myself: that is 

way too much salt! 

 

Well, that’s cooking. But today we hear about a different sort of salt. In one of his better-known 

metaphors, Jesus tells his disciples that they are the salt of the earth and the light of the world. 

And according to Jesus, you can’t have, nor can you be, too much salt.  

 

This morning’s gospel is a continuation of the “Sermon” on the Mount, which isn’t so much a 

public sermon as a private teaching for his disciples. And like the Beatitudes which begin this 

teaching and which we read last Sunday, these statements about salt and light aren’t about what 

we should be, or could be, or might be some day. They tell us what we are, now, simply 

because we have signed up with the Jesus movement and declared ourselves his followers. “You 

ARE,” Jesus says, “the salt of the earth.” “You ARE,” Jesus says, “the light of the world.”  You 

ARE. It goes with the territory of being a disciple. IT IS NOT AN OPTION. 

 

Think for a moment about what salt does. It seasons, bringing out flavors that might not 

otherwise be tasted and enjoyed – even in sweet dishes. It melts frozen things – we use it (or 

used to use it) to melt ice on roads and sidewalks during the winter. It preserves food – add 

enough salt, and bacteria cannot grow. So if Christians are “the salt of the earth”, that means we: 

bring out and encourage others to be their better selves, to be the people God created all of us to 

be, by modeling lives of service and commitment to justice; do everything we can to melt hard 

hearts, and to show God’s love to the world; do whatever we can to preserve the good, and make 

sure that those things that damage God’s creation and God’s creatures – violence (physical, 

emotional, spiritual), injustice, greed, self-service – do not hold sway. 

 

Now, think for a moment about what light does. It illumines, it illuminates, it exposes.   

So if Christians are “the light of the world”, that means we: shine our light in dark places, so the 

darkness disappears and things are seen clearly, for what they are, and can be dealt with 

honestly; shine light on things that are shady or suspect or frightening, exposing what is wrong, 

evil, sinful; shine light on the path forward, illuminating the way and allowing for moving 

forward in the brightness of faith.  

 

Salt of the earth; light of the world. 

 

Jesus makes another point in this series of teachings, which is the importance of the law of 

Moses. Our Lord is very clear: he didn’t come to do away with the Mosaic law, he came to fulfill 

it, to make its intended purpose clear, which was to reveal and implement God’s gracious design 

for all creation (light), and to help make that a reality (salt). Looking at our companion passage 

from the prophet Isaiah this morning, we can see something of what it must have meant for the 



people of God to be salt and light even before the time of Jesus. God’s intention for the people is 

not to focus on themselves: how pious they can be, how bad they can feel about themselves, how 

devout they look to others (and, hopefully, to God!) as they fast and disfigure themselves with 

sackcloth and ashes and steep themselves in false humility. The point, Isaiah reminds them, is to 

make a conscious choice to fast from those things that hinder and obstruct God’s plan of 

salvation for all humanity: choose to fast from cooperation with the systems that oppress people; 

choose to fast from greed and insecurity; don’t hoard what you’re given, but share it with those 

in need. Then, Isaiah says, “then shall your light break forth like the dawn.” That’s the fast, the 

way of life, the way of repentance, that God wants his people to choose. This was true in the time 

of Moses, it was true in the time of Isaiah, it was true in the time of Jesus, and guess what? It’s 

still true in our own time. 

 

It’s not difficult to be a Christian here in the United States; in fact, we can easily get (and many 

have gotten) really comfortable in our faith. Put in Beatitudes language, it’s a blessing to be a 

Christian anywhere, no matter what; but it’s not always easy. In the US, being a Christian still 

has something of a built-in safety net. We have advantages here that followers of Jesus in many 

other places do not enjoy. We all know there are places in the world now, and times and places 

in the past two millennia (especially in the earliest years of the Jesus movement) when following 

him did not give one a privileged or safe place in society; when it was, it is, quite dangerous; 

when being salt and light could, and can, get a person killed. Yet Christians in those times and 

places persisted and still persist. They knew, they know, the necessity of being salt and light. 

 

That’s what the world needs the Church to be; it is what Jesus assures us we are – again, not an 

option. As we see Christian denominations in the Western world continue to decline in both 

membership and influence over the last several decades, we sometimes wonder “what have we 

done?” or “what’s wrong with people, that they don’t go to church anymore?” I think it’s more 

about what we haven’t done. I can’t help but think that the world isn’t seeing enough of our light 

and getting enough of our salt. They don’t know who and what we really are. But why is that? 

Are we fearful of the consequences of sticking our necks out and really being the people Christ 

calls us to be as people of the way? If we are fearful, again, why? If not, what else causes that 

reluctance? Those are questions that we all have to deal with - as individuals, yes, but also as 

faith communities. One thing I’ve notice is that the churches that are growing, here and 

elsewhere in the world, are the ones that are not afraid to be salt and light. Growing, vibrant 

churches are choosing the fast that breaks the yoke and loosens the bonds of injustice. Each one 

is finding its own way; there’s no “one size fits all”. But they are living into the Christian 

identity in ways that make a difference. 

 

When we hide our light under the proverbial bushel, it isn’t just our light that we’re hiding – it’s 

Christ’s light as well. That’s something to remember in this season of Epiphany, when we 

celebrate this light that has come into the world. God uses our light and our salt to proclaim and 

communicate and illustrate the Good News. And that Good News is way too important to be 

ignored or hidden, especially now. The world so badly needs us to be the light of the world, to 

shine that light in the darkness of hate and fear and alienation that so many are experiencing.  

And it needs us to be the salt of the earth, to help people experience the goodness of God…. 

…because there is so much darkness that needs to be eradicated; and you can never have enough 

salt! 


