
Across the Berents Sea in the 
Arctic Ocean, north of Norway’s 
mainland lies a collection of 
islands called Svaldbard. It’s only 
650 miles from the North Pole. The 
2200 people living in Svalbard 
don’t see the sun from mid-
November until sometime in 
March. No sun for four months. 
However, the last few weeks of 
that polar night breaks into a dim 
twilight period were it seems as if 
the sun might rise at any moment 
over the course of weeks. In a 
month from now, hundreds of 
people will gather around the old 
hospital steps. These steps are 
small platform with five wooden 
steps that lead to nowhere; the 
hospital is gone and only the steps 
remain. But, from that fifth step the 
sunlight can be seen first due to a 
small gap in the surrounding 
mountains. 

Some go searching for the light. 
You can hike for two to three hours 
up a nearby mountain (avoiding 
polar bears as you go); through 
snow and unpredictable weather. 
But, if you make it to the top you 
will have a chance at catching the 
first glimpses of the sun rising up 

over the mountains. The first 
glimpse of sun after four months of 
bleak polar night. They say, 
“Seeing the sun for the first time in 
months is emotional. The 
brightness, the warmth on your 
face. You start to appreciate the 
basics of nature that you’ve not 
really thought about before.”

We live in a colorful city— wrapped 
in light year round. A warm place 
where we wear shorts in the 
winter. But, imagine the 
importance of salt and light in a 
polar climate. When you have to 
take a flashlight with you at noon 
to take out the trash. Or when you 
are splitting firewood in the light of 
the street lamp in the afternoon. 
Looking over your shoulder, 
listening intently for polar bears. 
Never really seeing fully; always 
squinting, your eyes painfully 
searching for light in the dark. 

I wonder if Jesus’ first disciples felt 
this way— A small light in a big 
dark world. Always worried the 
light of their small group might go 
out. Worried about the threat of 
Rome. What effect could such a 
group have? And what about us? 
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How many of you have felt at one 
point or another like you can’t 
effect change in your own life? 
What good can we do in a world, 
where meanness is having its day. 
Sometimes it feels like the only 
light is within. Sooner or later we 
all feel poor in spirit… but even 
then Jesus reminds us in the 
Sermon on the Mount that we are 
blessed. 

The beatitudes tell us who we are
— blessed. Now Jesus tells us that 
our lives make a difference in the 
world. We are salt. We are light. 
The Salt will preserve. And the 
light must be cultivated.

Salt isn’t quite the luxury it once 
was. It was one of the most 
valuable commodities in the 
ancient world. Called white gold, it 
was at times even used as 
currency. Roman soldiers were 
often paid in salt, which is where 
we get the word salary. It could be 
used to preserve food, to heal 
wounds, to start a fire to cook a 
meal. Salt is an agent of great 
effect whether you’re putting it on 
pasta, de-icing roads, cleaning 
artificial flowers, cleaning stains 
from rugs, cleaning your fish tank 
or soothing poison ivy. Salt will 
have its effect. 

Light. Where would we be without 
light? Not here. Light helps to 
create the food that we want to 
poor the salt on. Helps us to see 
the vivid colors of creation. Light is 
energy. Essential to life. Where it is 
not there is no life. We are salt. 
But, we are also the light of the 
world. We can’t deny that we have 
an effect on this world. That’s what 
Jesus is telling us here. Light is 
essential. You are essential. What 
you do with this gift of life makes a 
difference. But, how? 

Perhaps it seems like this passage 
is made up of two parts that don’t 
really seem to fit together. We 
know the salt and light part, sure. 
But, what about this part about the 
law and the prophets? What does 
that have to do with anything? How 
does it connect to salt and light 
and how our lives as disciples of 
Christ make a difference in the 
world? 

Jesus is differentiating himself and 
his followers among the categories 
of his time. You know how we 
humans like to categorize each 
other— young or old; millennial or 
boomer; Republican or Democrat; 
Atheist, Muslim, Jew or Christian; 
Southerner or Yankee; rural or 
urban; educated or hillbilly. Think 
of all the ways we categorize 
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others; we always think we are the 
only one whose identity can’t be 
put in a box. There were 
categories in Jesus’ day, and the 
crowd was listening to see which 
boxes his sermon checked. Was 
he faithful to all the right 
categories? In that day there were 
the Sadducees, who worked for 
pragmatic collaboration with the 
powers of the day— Rome. They 
were in good political and religious 
positions; they ran the temple. The 
Zealots took up arms to fight 
Rome. They didn’t last long. Then 
there were the Pharisees, most of 
whom retreated to their own 
private enclaves; they withdrew to 
practice their piety through 
intensive study of God’s law (the 
books of Moses). They did this to 
persevere the teachings… to 
preserve the law… like salt to 
preserve the earth.

The connecting idea here is how 
Jesus’ disciples are meant to 
engage the world. The Sadducees 
exploited their positions of power 
for their own gain, often profiting 
off of the oppression of their own 
people— in other words, they 
lacked meekness and weren’t poor 
in anything. The Zealots killed their 
enemies rather than praying for 
them; they were neither merciful 
nor peacemakers. And Jesus says 

here in v. 20, “Unless your 
righteousness exceeds that of the 
Pharisees, you will never enter the 
Kingdom of God.” Jesus doesn’t 
seem too keen on any of the 
popular categories of the day. 
Though, he is closest to the 
Pharisees. 

The problem with the Pharisees is 
that they thought that the fulfillment 
of God’s promise lay sometime in 
the future. So they bunkered down 
and studied and tried to keep the 
law. They tried to sustain an 
identity in the midst of a new 
culture that that threatened their 
perceived purity. By, keeping their 
borders uncontaminated they tried 
to restore the covenant. Tried to 
preserve it. But, Jesus came 
preaching that God is doing a new 
thing. Jesus announced that the 
Kingdom of God welcomes us 
home now. Exile is over when the 
promises of God are lived in faith 
now. 

These methods of engagement 
with the world exist today. 
“Saddusaic” religion conforms to 
power in order to receive the 
benefits of its privilege. We’ve 
seen the fruits of Saddusaic 
religion bloom in the last few 
weeks, as some Christian leaders 
are quick to put the God-stamp on 
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every Executive Order released by 
our President. The National Prayer 
Breakfast, while it is a quaint event 
that sometimes features wonderful 
speakers, was setup as a means 
of privileging religious leaders in 
order to tame them and get them 
“on board”. It was a reaction to the 
Social Gospel Movement of the 
early 20th Century which applied 
the principles of Old Testament 
prophets and the sermon on the 
mount to social institutions to 
protect the poor. Zealotry is alive 
and well too. We’ve seen Zealots 
riot in the streets of UC Berkeley. 
And we’ve seen Zealots burn a 
Mosque in Victoria, TX. They feel 
the only way to make a difference 
in the world is through inciting the 
anger already present. The only 
path to change is violence and 
aggression. And the Pharisees, 
poor pharisees— just want to pray 
and study the bible while the world 
spins round outside. Never really 
sure if what they do has any effect 
on the world. 

To each them and to each us 
Jesus is preaching. We are the salt 
of the earth. We are the light of the 
world. We can make a difference. 
We fulfill the law when we live out 
the law as Jesus teaches us. Later 
in this very gospel, in chapter 22, 
the Pharisees come out of their 

enclaves to set a trap for Jesus. 
They think they can trick him by 
asking— of all the commandments 
which is the greatest? Jesus 
answers, “Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart, with all your 
being, and with all your mind. This 
is the first and greatest 
commandment. And the second is 
like it: You must love your neighbor 
as you love yourself. All the Law 
and the Prophets hang on these 
two commands.” It all hangs on 
these two. Through Jesus’ life we 
come to understand what it means 
to love God, to love our neighbor 
and ourselves. This teaching has 
changed the world. And it 
continues to change the world as 
his followers live out the law in this 
way. 

We can’t always see this change 
happening. One theologian 
describes it like this, “Everything in 
the Universe moves; but the larger 
a thing is, the slower is its 
movement.”  The transformation 1

that discipleship and the work of 
the church makes over our lives 
grows slowly. Garden imagery is 
helpful here. There’s a great quote 
from Gertrude Jekyll, a well-known 
gardener and horticulturist, who 
said: “A garden is a grand teacher. 
it teaches patience and careful 
watchfulness; it teaches industry 
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and thrift; above all it teaches 
trust.” Trust. That’s the key. 
Christian faith is trust that living our 
lives, hanging our lives on the trust 
that loving God, loving our 
neighbors and loving ourselves is 
the best way to live. And in that 
love there is salvation. 

Elizabeth Gilbert tells a story about 
being stuck on a bus in New York 
City in rush hour one time. The bus 
was filled with cold, tired people 
who were deeply irritated—with 
one another; with the rainy, sleety 
weather; with the world itself. Two 
men barked at each other about a 
shove that may or may not have 
been intentional. A pregnant 
woman got on, and nobody offered 
her a seat. Rage was in the air; no 
mercy would be found here. 

But as the bus approached 
Seventh Avenue, the driver got on 
the intercom. “Folks,” he said, “I 
know you’ve had a rough day and 
you’re frustrated. I can’t do 
anything about the weather or the 
traffic, but here’s what I can do. As 
each one of you gets off the bus, I 
will reach out my hand to you. As 
you walk by, drop your troubles 
into the palm of my hand, okay? 
Don’t take your problems home to 
your families tonight— just leave 
‘em with me. My route goes right 

by the Hudson River, and when I 
drive by there later, I’ll open the 
window and throw your troubles in 
the water. Sound good?” 

It was like a spell had lifted. 
Everyone burst out laughing. In 
surprise. Delight. People who had 
been pretending not to notice each 
other for the past hour were 
suddenly grinning at each other 
saying, “Is this guy serious?”

He was serious. At the next stop—
just as he promised— the driver 
reached out his hand, palm up and 
waited. One by one, every one 
placed their hand just above his 
and mimed the gesture of dropping 
something into his palm. Some 
laughed. Some teared up. But, 
everyone did it.  2

Though we sometimes feel like the 
only light in this world is within 
us… it’s not true. The light of the 
world still blazes… it’s light has 
been reflected millions of times in 
the lives of his followers. And the 
glow of those many lights to the 
world still catches our eye every 
now and then. You are salt. You 
are light. You matter. 
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