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Salt and Light 

Septuagesima A, 2/5/23 

 

I realize that the title of this sermon may sound like the name of a country-folk duo 

or a cover band for the Beach Boys. Not that there’s anything wrong with either, 

especially on a chill Sunday morning in February when we could use all the uplift 

we could find. I wouldn’t mind hearing from musicians with names like Salt and 

Light this morning. Think of such outfits as Iron and Wine, or Shovels and Rope, 

among my current favorites. Both of these – one a man, one a couple – hail from 

South Carolina, which is warmer than here, and are younger than me, which is 

sobering to think about. Why have the songs of my heart not made it to the stage of 

record deals and the YouTube millions? Why fork my words no lightning, and why 

dance not my frail deeds in a green bay?  

Ah, but the poet who wrote the lines to which I allude died young, having warned 

others not to and having raged in his cups, and also grieved, as he urged others to 

grieve and, yes, rage against the dying of the light. So sing your song, preacher, and 

blaze your words across the airwaves and the beams of light by which we live and 

worship now. You never know what good they might do when you are least aware 

of them or where they’ve gone. 

Much of this spirit appears to me to lie behind Jesus’s words in this morning’s gospel: 

you are the salt of the earth, he tells the people who’ve come to listen to him and to 

lap up his every word; you are the light of the world. Don’t hide that light or let the 

world dim it, and do not lose whatever it is that makes you who you are. Salt in the 

ancient world was more a preservative than a flavoring – for salt flavors, they tended 

to use dried or sauced fish – and as a scouring agent, as well as a form of torture when 
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applied to flesh wounds. I wonder who first figured that out? Probably the same folks 

who figured out that lemon juice makes them sting as well, but also cleans them. Salt 

just hurts. Be that as it may, I suspect that Jesus wanted his followers to think of 

themselves not as pain multipliers but preservatives, with the added bonus that if what 

preserves the world can also cleanse it, so much the better. Should not light as bright 

as that shine before others, so that they might give glory God because of what we’ve 

done, though it be only our duty? Better that than to have them hidden away, or to 

use our saltiness to make sharper and more stinging the actual wounds of the world. 

Jesus goes on in this passage to protest – perhaps, methinks, too much – that he’s not 

here to abolish or supersede the law, not the least little jot and tittle of it, so pay no 

attention to what the Pharisees and scribes and other religious officials are saying 

about me, it isn’t true. You have to be holier than they if you want in – into the 

kingdom of heaven, that is – and do it like me, with an eye to its purpose, or final 

cause, the reason that there is the law at all. “I come not to abolish, but to fulfill,” he 

notes, and neither he nor they pause even for a moment to ask the simple but 

important question, “How do you fulfill the law?”  

Verbs matter, and their choice is not random. One can follow the law, change the 

law, defy the law, ignore the law, even abolish the law, but how can one fulfill the 

law? Some scholar-priests dodge this question by hoping to convince themselves that 

it really means “fulfill the requirements of the law,” meaning obey it hook, line, and 

sinker, and spend the rest of their article or sermon trying to work out whether we 

still have to stone people for wearing clothes that mix wool fibers with silk ones, or 

cotton with polyester, or for eating shellfish. The consensus on these appears to be: 

‘no’, ‘yes’, and ‘let the lobster decide’, if you’re curious. Wool-and-silk are in, poly-

blends are out, and we are what we eat, after all, which gives a new, if Jonah-esque, 

gloss to the songs, “I am the Walrus” and “Jeremiah was a Bullfrog.” I can see the 
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point. If our food should, in the mercy of God, pass final judgment upon us, who are 

we to gainsay it?  

Yet this sort of thing is not what Jesus meant at all. To “fulfill” the law means to 

achieve its purpose, reach the goal for which it was brought into being – 

“accomplish” it, as Jesus puts it. What is that purpose, and what that goal?  

One possible answer comes from the writings of Paul, as we heard this morning. For 

him, the law exists as the wisdom of God, putting shame to human wisdom, but also 

marking the limits of our ability to abide by it. Such law exists in essence to shame 

us into realizing our dependence on God to save us, since we cannot save ourselves, 

don’t deserve it, can’t earn it, but also can’t resist it when it comes. God’s law exists, 

in other words, to make us realize that we need God, and can’t make it on our own. 

The laws of God exist to show us what we should do, which is exactly what we 

cannot do, since we have sinned and fallen short of the glory. Who will save us from 

this body of death? God, through Christ, the means of grace and the hope of glory. 

In this process, however, the law becomes little more than a metaphor for itself, and 

Christ’s salvation a lucky break that may or may not mean we can now do anything 

we want to. Once he eighty-sixed the concept of the law, that is, Paul had trouble 

ever after in getting the communities he’d founded to understand that they couldn’t 

just do anything they wanted and let grace take care of it. We need norms, rules and 

all the rest to live by, saved or unsaved, and letting it all rest on good intentions and 

“I’m doing this out of love” won’t cut it for long. 

Another and better answer we can hear in the passage from Isaiah 58 that was read 

this morning. There, we can see that the purpose of any law, like the purpose of any 

life, is to do good and foster justice, break the yokes upon the oppressed, and give to 

any in need whatever it is they need, that we all may be satisfied and fulfilled in our 

lives, and shine forth as a light upon our fellows in whatever gloom they may abide. 
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The purpose of the law is to instantiate morality, embody justice, and enact goodness, 

that is – and these things are the source of any legitimacy or authority the law, or a 

law, has. You may name that source ‘God’ if you wish, as the source of all good and 

who cannot be but good. The important part is that morality, justice, and goodness 

are not defined by the law, but are themselves what define law and stand in judgment 

over it.  

A law, that is, that is not just, has no authority, and no power other than the violence 

of the state or entity that enforces it. It must be resisted. A law enforcer that acts 

unjustly or immorally is nothing but a wielder of power against what is good, and 

must be stopped. Do we not see this in our own day, time and time again? We read 

and re-read Dr. King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” the writings of Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Thomas Jefferson, and many others for a 

refresher on these points, and on the necessity and morality of effective civil 

disobedience to unjust law. We continue to support the people of Ukraine, Iran, 

Myanmar, and elsewhere who resist tyrants without and within and who strive, at 

mortal cost and peril, to make their lands safe, free, and just. We stand with those in 

this country who do likewise, from Minneapolis to Memphis, from Orlando and Las 

Vegas to Louisville and Baltimore, and from Uvalde, Texas to Capitol Hill. To use 

the words of Dorothy Day, we mourn the dead – children, civilians, prophets and 

preachers, even Capitol police officers felled by an insurrectionist mob set to do evil 

by the poisonous words of self-serving liars – and fight like hell for the living.  

It is, as you might say, our religion. As Isaiah 58:6-9 puts it:  

6 Is not this the fast that I choose: 
    to loose the bonds of injustice, 
    to undo the straps of the yoke, 
to let the oppressed go free, 
    and to break every yoke? 
7 Is it not to share your bread with the hungry 
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    and bring the homeless poor into your house; 
when you see the naked, to cover them 
    and not to hide yourself from your own kin? 
8 Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, 
    and your healing shall spring up quickly; 
your vindicator shall go before you; 
    the glory of the LORD shall be your rear guard. 
9 Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer; 
    you shall cry for help, and he will say, “Here I am.” 

 

If you want to find God, that is, the best way to do so is to go out there and fight for 

justice and freedom, help those in need, and call upon the Lord when you need help 

doing these things – and the Lord will say, “Here I am.” You are the salt of the earth, 

after all – so help preserve it. You are the light of the world, after all – so shine upon 

it. You are God’s hands and feet, heart and eyes, after all – so use them well, while 

you have the chance. Where I say ‘you’, of course, I mean ‘we’. Amen. 

 


