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As many of you will know I love to cook. Creating a 

delicious meal for friends is something that I really 

enjoy doing. As I learnt to cook and taste my food I 

started to create a palate. And as I did this I realised 

one of the most important things in any meal is 

seasoning. They say what separates are good chef 

from a bad chef is the right amount of seasoning. You 

will be surprised when you try a meal at a restaurant 

how much seasoning actually goes into it. The result 

is usually a delicious meal but the problem is, it is 

probably not healthy to eat like that every day. 

Seasoning is important, but of course too much can 

ruin a meal just as much as the right amount makes 

the meal delicious. It is a fine balance. 

 

Salt, one of the most important of all seasonings is a 

fascinating element. It is seemingly useless in large 

quantities. It needs to be sprinkled carefully. On its 

own it is useless. Salt is only useful when it is used. 

When it is mixed with other things. Notice that the 

gospel says we are not just salt, but salt of the earth. 

We have to be put in the cooking pot of human affairs. 

Our responsibility is to be involved in the life of our 

community and our nation. We are to bring out the 

flavour of forgiveness, love and hope.  
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Our gifts are to be used like salt, they will be useless 

unless we put them into practice.  

 

Light is the same. On its own it is useless. It can blind 

us if we get too much of it. Light is useful when it 

helps us to see things other than itself. Jesus says, 

“You are the light of the world”. It’s the world again. 

We are to light up the world and reveal its true nature. 

We are to light up the possibilities of bringing peace, 

harmony and justice. And why do we do that? Because 

of the gifts we have been given by God in our baptism. 

By being loving, forgiving and hopeful people we 

show what the world is to be.  

 

 

 

However with many teachings of Jesus in this section 

of scripture we call the Beatitudes the bar seems to 

be set very high. There is a temptation that we move 

into a theology of perfection which can make us over 



zealous to make sure we live right and guilty when we 

fail. Yes Jesus makes the connections between salt 

and light and righteousness explicit in verse 16. Jesus 

declares that we too ought to be light like that city on 

a hill, that uncovered lamp. We too ought to reflect 

the goodness of God so that others might see the 

shape of God’s goodness and thus be grateful to God. 

But notice that the light in this metaphor does not 

belong to us but is an overflow of God’s call and 

grace. 

 

“Our good works” then are not ours in that they do 

not belong to us for we are not the source of such 

good works; we are only the conduits of God’s 

righteousness, symbols pointing to a greater reality, 

signposts lighting the way to God’s righteousness, 

not our own. Yes, we may serve as “the light of the 

world,” but the conduit of glory for such light is not 

us or our achievements. That glory belongs to “your 

Father in heaven” (verse 16). 

 

So also, Jesus calls us to be salt, to serve in the way 

we were designed to serve. But what if we do not? 

What if we lose our saltiness? What if we seek to 

occlude the light under a basket? The call of the 

Sermon of the Mount is high and costly and risky. The 

darkening of the light, the loss of the salt’s saltiness 

seems to be not without consequence. 

 

After all, Jesus makes clear that he is not removing or 

discarding the law and the prophets. He stands in the 

streams of righteous hope and transformative justice 

that both have reflected God for generations of 

faithful Israelites. To abolish the law and the prophets 

is to declare that God’s voice has changed or, worse, 

that God’s voice was not to be trusted in the first 

place. Unfortunately this is problem that we face in 

our modern church. There is often an uneasiness with 

the First Testament. Many Christians want to dismiss 

it as archaic or at worse barbaric. Yes there are many 

things which are difficult to swallow but there is also 

an important thread running through it. The thread 

that runs through the First Testament is that of the 

prophets, who always call the people of Israel back to 

God with their emphasis on righteousness.  

 

For if we proclaim the Sermon on the Mount as a 

wholesale innovation rather than an outgrowth of 

ancient traditions of faith, we may find ourselves 

participating in abolishment of the law and the 

prophets. Indeed, Jesus wants to make clear that his 

teachings are not erasing a letter or even a stroke of 

the letter of the law. For Matthew’s Jesus, the Sermon 



on the Mount does not replace the law and the 

prophets but echoes them. 

 

After all, when Jesus here refers to the law and the 

prophets, he is pointing to the trustworthy promises 

of God, to the affirmation at the head of the Ten 

Commandments that the God of Israel is a God who 

heeds the call of the enslaved and sets them free. Why 

would Jesus discard such a trustworthy and 

transformative promise? Why would our teaching 

seek to do the same despite Jesus’ clear message? 

 

Perhaps we have too often done this in our teaching 

and theology because we have neglected the shape of 

the law as promise and narrative and commandment. 

The promises God made, the actions God takes, the 

commands God voices are bound up together. And 

so, Jesus continues to explain in verse 19 that a rank 

of sorts in the kingdom of heaven depends on 

whether we live and teach the commandments or 

whether we reject and teach others to reject the 

commandments. 

 

Again, this is not a call to moral perfectionism but a 

call to a life of trust in God. If we trust God’s 

promises, if we stand grateful for God’s actions, then 

we will bend our lives toward the life-giving ways God 

has called us to follow. The stakes are high, 

Matthew’s Jesus reiterates, as we close our passage. 

Verse 20 uplifts the righteousness of the scribes and 

Pharisees and asks those hoping to “enter the 

kingdom of heaven” to exceed it. Here, the scribes 

and Pharisees are less a foil for Jesus in his teaching 

than exemplars of the fulfilling of the law. 

 

 

Jesus, however, has one more surprise to share in 

next week’s lectionary reading. As vital as the law’s 

commandments are, they may not ask enough of us. 

God authored those commandments, not as a barrier 

around obedience or as a limit to our faithfulness, but 

as a starting point for righteousness, an opening into 

a life attuned to God’s grace-filled will. 

 

And so we are invited to be what we are; light and 

salt. We are to enlighten the world wherever we are. 

We are to bring out the true flavour of life wherever 

we are. We can do that knowing we already have the 

gifts God has given us. And here at this Eucharist we 

are strengthened again and again that we may live out 

our baptismal gifts to be loving, forgiving and hopeful 

people.  

 

 


