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13 ‘You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be 
restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot. 

14 ‘You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hidden. 15No one after 
lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light 
to all in the house. 16In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they 
may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven. 

17 ‘Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to 
abolish but to fulfil. 18For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one 
letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished. 
19Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments, and teaches 
others to do the same, will be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does 
them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20For I tell you, 
unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never 
enter the kingdom of heaven. 

 

 
In my 23 years of ministry, there have been several events that have caused a 

significant change to worship plans. One of these was the Sunday after terrorist attacks of 

September 11. Another was when the Space Shuttle Columbia exploded upon reentry on 

February 1, 2003, leaving a trail of debris through east Texas and Louisiana. Perhaps the 

most recent major event that changed worship plans was the stock market collapse of 

September 29, 2008. Just days after the stock market saw its (then) largest single-day drop 

in history, I remember changing our worship theme from one of stewardship to one 

based on Psalm 46 – God is our refuge and strength, a present help in time of trouble. Therefore, we 

will not fear. 



2 

Well, this morning we find ourselves here on the notorious ides of March in the 

middle of the most unique moment of church life in modern history. We’ve seen the 

suspension or cancellation of nearly every sporting and entertainment event, many for the 

first time since the early days following September 11, 2001. We’ve seen that restrictions 

on travel and other containment measures have created issues for citizens reentering the 

country, returning to work, or attending school. In the last two weeks, we have seen a 

19.9% drop in the stock market, with daily swings far worse than those of 2008. And, 

perhaps, worst of all, we all now know a new buzzword – social distancing. 

So what do we do when it comes to worship this morning? Should we scrap 

everything that was planned and solely focus on the coronavirus crisis before us? 

Certainly, lots of plans have been scrapped in the last few days. Or, do we press on with 

our current series as if nothing has changed? That might be just the assurance and 

audacious boldness we need when everything else around us is anxiety producing and 

changing by the minute. There’s wisdom in both approaches. Fortunately, for us, we are 

able to do both. 

Already this morning, we have made changes to our worship because of the situation 

COVID-19 has forced upon us. Many in our congregation have chosen to stay home out 

of an abundance of caution, choosing instead to join us in spirit or digitally on our first 

ever attempt at livestreaming our service. Those who are here this morning have safely 

spread across the Sanctuary, practicing suggested social distancing. We’ve temporarily 

suspended the passing of the peace and I’ve seen more elbow-bumping and foot 

thumping than at a roller derby…well, at least back when we could watch live sports… 

More seriously, we’ve addressed the crisis through prayer, asking God to give comfort, 

assurance, healing, and direction where it is needed most. And, in a few moments, when 

we go the Lord’s Table, we will serve communion in a unparalleled way. The order and 

structure of our worship service is quite different from the one we reviewed in Staff 

Meeting five days ago. 
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But, our worship series this Lenten season has been focused on The Teachings of Jesus. In 

the first two weeks of this series, we’ve discovered new insights in the familiar stories of 

the Prodigal Son and the Good Samaritan. And, last fall, when we assembled this worship 

series, this Sunday and next Sunday were supposed to feature a look at the Sermon on the 

Mount – Jesus’ first and longest, uninterrupted speech in the Gospel of Mathew… 

Sometimes, the Holy Spirit knows what we don’t. Sometimes, the Holy Spirit can see 

what’s beyond the horizon – what we will be facing tomorrow that we have no clue about 

today, and prompt us in our planning to address that future reality. Such is the case this 

morning. Even in the midst of an unprecedented crisis, the Sermon on the Mount – a text 

we chose nearly six months ago for this morning - speaks a word to each of us this 

morning. A word of hope to those who are anxious and unsettled and fearful, and a word 

about posture to those who wonder how to be Christians when distancing is the new 

normal. 

I’ve mentioned before that I have Mennonite roots. Both of my parents come from 

long lines of Mennonites, tracing back to Germany and Switzerland. Mennonites are on 

the Anabaptist branch of the family tree of churches. Anabaptists – which could literally 

be translated “re-baptizers” were a group of 16th Century Reformers who were opposed 

to infant baptism. One of their many reforms was as move to believer’s baptism. 

Despite their name, baptism was not the only reform Anabaptists advocated for. They 

have always emphasized the ethical teachings of Jesus found in Matthew chapters 5-7 – 

the Sermon on the Mount. They consider the Sermon on the Mount the standard for 

human behavior and human attitudes. Most of all, congregations in the Anabaptist 

traditions have long held that living out the Sermon on the Mount is doable and that, 

furthermore, it is their calling. 

Mary Schertz, a professor of New Testament at the Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical 

Seminary writes that, for Mennonites, the Sermon on the Mount is the thorn in our side 

and the rainbow in our sky. It is both discomforting and comforting. And Schertz 
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suggests that boldly proclaiming and boldly living out the Sermon on the Mount can be a 

joyous and generous way to live, [particularly] if our practices are rooted in the loving 

relationship we have with Jesus.i This is also true for us as Disciples, too. 

Those metaphors about the Sermon on the Mount and the bold claim about personal 

and communal impact are clearly evident in our scripture lesson this morning. Salt, light, 

and fulfillment. Those were the key themes of these eight verses of Matthew Chapter 5. 

And, we think we know what Jesus meant. I came across one preacher who called this 

section flavor, focus, and fullness. He isn’t wrong, but Jesus’ instruction is much broader 

than the “3-F” alliteration of flavor, focus, and fullness. 

As you know, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount opens with the beatitudes. Jesus told his 

disciples, Blessed are the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, the merciful, the 

peacemakers…and the like. These beatitudes describe a way of life that will finally prevail – 

God’s future will be a time of mercy and peace. Essentially, Jesus teaches, those who live 

this life now are blessed, even when such a life seems foolish. In the end they will be 

vindicated by God.ii 

It is with these Beatitudes as the backdrop that Jesus declared, “You are the salt of the 

earth.” Growing up in West Texas, I often heard people from that region described as 

“the salt of the earth.” This complimentary phrase affirmed their solid worth and 

usefulness, and it has a long history. Back in Jesus’ day, salt was valuable. Certainly, salt 

was used to flavor food, but it had many other connotations and purposes. Salt was used 

to preserve food, to signify loyalty and covenant fidelity, and as a symbol of purification. 

Because of its usefulness, salt was even used as currency. Our English word “salary” 

comes from the “salarium argentum” – a special salt ration given to early Roman soldiers. 

The notion of an employee being “worth their salt” is based on this notion of paying their 

salary in salt. So when Jesus called these early Christ followers the salt of the earth, he was 

offering high praise. In fact, in the Greek, the “you” at the beginning was redundant. It 

was there for emphasis. You, YOU, are the salt of the earth. You who, as the last 
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beatitude states, are persecuted for my sake, Jesus said, are precisely the ones who must function as 

salt.iii 

The second metaphor Jesus used to describe his disciples was as the light of the world. 

At a previous church I served, there was a man that faithfully attended church every 

week. In fact, I think it was the regularity of his attendance also made him so 

“comfortable” in church. Nearly every week, at some point in the service, his head would 

get heavy and tilt back. He always joked that he was counting the lights in the Sanctuary. 

“There are 121 bulbs up there…and two of them are out.” 

How many of you could tell me right now how many light bulbs there are in the 

Sanctuary? But that’s the point. The function of light is not to be seen, but to let things be 

seen as they are. We have light in the Sanctuary so that we can see to read the Word, to 

sing from our hymnals, to identify each other, and to focus on the bread and the cup of 

the Lord’s Table. That’s the function of illumination. And, as the light of the world, the 

disciples were to illuminate what God was doing, not to draw attention to the bulb. 

The same redundancy that characterized Jesus’ commendation of the disciples as salt 

also characterized this acclamation. You, YOU, are the light of the world. Besides being 

emphatic, it is also corporate. You [plural] are the light [singular] of the world. Jesus was 

calling not just individuals to be light to the world, but the community as a whole. In 

other words, this was a task that cannot be accomplished by individuals acting 

independently. It is one that has to be worked at together. That song we learned as kids, 

This Little Light of Mine, is true, but only when we are singing it with the rest of the 

congregation. “These little lights of ours, we’re going to let them shine.” 

Having made this proclamation, Jesus then pivots in his teaching to clarify his role. 

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to 

abolish but to fulfill.” New Testament Professor Douglas Hare describes this as perhaps 

the most difficult passage to be found anywhere in the Gospel. This difficultly is not just 

because of the ambiguity of the words abolish and fulfill, but because of the tensions 
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created by this passage and others in Matthew.iv The Jews of Jesus’ day knew well that the 

word of God was a lamp unto their feet and a light unto their path (Psalm 119:105). The 

scriptures were the source of light for their daily life. But, Jesus just told the disciples that 

they were the light of world. It appeared that Jesus was upsetting hundreds of years of 

understanding. 

Yet, Jesus wasn’t discarding the validity of the Law - the Old Testament scriptures. 

Every jot and tittle, every dotted “I” and crossed “t”, every serif (that little flourish on the 

edge of a letter) mattered. But Jesus was making a point about how the Law was being 

used. Jesus hadn’t come to lead people away from scripture, but to lead them to take it 

seriously.v The Pharisees were concerned about preserving the distinctiveness of Judaism. 

In so doing, their practices had become external and perfunctory. Their outward actions 

had become substitutes for inward obedience. The radical love of neighbor and God, that 

was at the heart of Judaism and at the heart of our last two teachings – the prodigal son 

and the good Samaritan – that radical love had been replaced with legalism. What Jesus 

had come to do was not to get rid of this tradition, but to reform it. And, just as he 

affirms the authority of scripture, Jesus also affirms his role at its interpreter. As such, 

exceeding the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees was not a quantitative measure. 

It was to be a qualitative measure. The obedience of disciples must be to the spirit of the 

Torah – of the Old Testament scripture - as revealed by Jesus, not merely to the letter as 

strictly construed by their opponents. 

It’s with this understanding of what Jesus was fulfilling that we have to go back to 

what he taught about salt and light. Looking back, we can see that being salt and light is 

not a virtue Jesus calls us to strive for. It’s what we are. Jesus doesn’t say “if you want to 

become salt and light, do this…” No, he says, You are the salt of the earth. You are the 

light of the world. Be who you have already have been called to be and are capable, by the 

power of God, of being in and for the world.vi It is a blessing, a commendation, an 

affirmation, and a commissioning.vii 
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If this morning, in the midst of the coronavirus reality we find ourselves in, if you 

came looking for a word of hope, this is it. The good news for those of us who are 

anxious and fearful about the impact COVID-19 might have on our world, we need the 

reminder that God in Jesus Christ values us highly. We are worth our salt. We remember 

that this morning and every time we gather at the table. Jesus Christ came to fulfill God’s 

purposes of salvation – of making us right with God eternally. The big picture is that, 

even in the midst of social distancing, God is drawing even closer to us in love and 

comfort. 

And for those of you who came looking for a word about the posture we should have 

as Christians in a time like this, there’s good news here for you as well. The salt and light 

sayings picture mission as inherent to discipleship, as saltiness is essential to salt and 

shining is to light.viii In other words, salt does not exist for itself. Neither does light serve 

to illuminate us. As disciples of Jesus Christ, our lives are turned outward to the world. 

This means our posture needs to reflect confidence and trust in the One who has 

commissioned us to this mission. This mission is inherent to who we are. We need to be 

visible expressions of that mission. 

Today, the world needs that salt and light. The world doesn’t need us to simply know 

about God. The world needs us to be the activity of God in the world. We are called to 

live out our identity as salt and light. Jesus did not say you are the light of your house or 

the light of the church. He said you are the light of the world.ix And what that means is 

that our Christianity has got to be visible…perhaps in some different ways. 

Because we care about others, particularly the most vulnerable and fragile in our 

communities, we have to limit close contact for a little while. Not forever…but for the 

short term. But, just because we have to maintain this physical distance does not mean we 

have to be distant spiritually. As followers of Christ, we are called to love neighbor as self. 

Every neighbor. And that means doing our part to minimize exposure. But it also means 

calling someone to check on them. It means picking up your phone and connecting with 
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someone on Facetime. It means writing a note, perhaps to one of our homebound 

members who can’t receive visitors because of the restrictions placed on their care 

facilities. It means praying for healthcare workers, government officials, scientists and 

others on the front lines of this crisis. It means finding new ways to tell people they are 

“worth their salt.” The fact is, in times like this, every one of us needs that assurance. 

You, YOU, are the salt of the earth. You, YOU, are the light of the world. And what 

these statements tell us is that the Sermon on the Mount is not an impossible 

impossibility. Because, in the end, it is not just about what we are to do. It is about what 

God is doing…It’s about a God who demands all, but also gives all.”x 
 
 

i Schertz, Mary. “The Sermon on the Mount: Living it out in mind and heart” in Canadian Mennonite. June 30, 2015. 
https://canadianmennonite.org/stories/sermon-mount-living-it-out-mind-and-heart 
ii Boring, M. Eugene. “The Gospel of Matthew” in The New Interpreters Bible Commentary, Vol. VIII.  Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995. 
iii Hare, Douglas. “Matthew” in Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993. 
iv Ibid. 
v Loader, William. “Epiphany 5” in First Thoughts. February 9, 2017. http://wwwstaff.murdoch.edu.au/~loader/MtEpiphany5.htm 
vi McKenzie, Alyce. “Jesus Goes to Preaching Class: Reflections on the Sermon on the Mount” in Edgy Exegesis. February 2, 2014. 
https://www.patheos.com/progressive-christian/jesus-preaching-class-alyce-mckenzie-02-03-2014   
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viii Boring.  
ix Barclay, William. “The Gospel of Matthew, Vol. 1” in The Daily Bible Study Series. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1975. 
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