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Scripture 
[Jesus said,] 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 underfoot. You are 
the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. No one after lighting a lamp puts it 
under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. In 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. Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have 
come not to abolish but to fulfill. 
 
Sermon 

I have two stories to tell you, inspired by my kids this week. The first is that our 
youngest, our 7-year-old, Henry, recently put a sticky note that he says everyone entering his 
room must read. It says: “You are you. I love you.” For years Henry has been known to tell 
others around him, “you do you.” It’s his own unique phrase and way of being in the world. 
Knowing Henry, it’s as if his post it note sign is meant to say, “be who you are. Not who the 
world says you are or the negative voices in your head tell you from 
time to time or the sports teams or jobs want you to be. It’s not 
about what you do, it’s about who you are, in your center, at your 
core.” His sign, I think, means that If you come in his room, you need 
to know that you are precious and loved as you are, there will be no 
doubting this truth, and you are invited to be fully yourself in the 
space where you are loved. “You are you. I love you.”  

The second story is this: at school my eldest, my 10-year-old, 
Elliot, has been learning about the silk road in the ninth century. 
Creatively, his teacher has been making it so that they are on the journey themselves. They are 
tasked by the Emperor Charlemagne to find out where the silk comes from and how it is made 
(presumably so that his empire can make it and not have to trade for costly prices, but instead 
own and produce their own silk). That’s what empires do. So the students are traveling through 
the ancient world, calculating distances, learning geography, tasting foods, and learning about 
new cultures, having unexpected storms, and struggles that waylay their journey.  

Which actually got me thinking about salt. And empire. In the ancient world, like any 
resource, even today, salt was the stuff of life. It sealed covenants in religious rituals in Leviticus 
and Chronicles. It signified loyalty and fidelity to people, and the phrase “sharing salt” was what 
people expressed in speaking about eating together, which represented a binding relationship.1 
So it was used to purify, to heal, to clean, to make chemical reactions, as a food seasoning. And, 
of course, as a preservative to lengthen the life of food so you could keep it longer, and have 
reliable nourishment while traveling, or when it wasn’t growing season.  

 
1 New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary on Matthew 
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Salt was an important element, essential for life, therefore valuable to the people in 
control, to Empire. Reverend Alan Storey reminds people in relation to salt, that in when 
Mahatma Gandhi began a nonviolent march to the sea, the march was to the coast, yes, but the 
coast was where the salt plains were located. In Gandhi’s time in India, only British citizens 
were allowed to harvest the salt. They were the ones allowed to touch it on it, sell it and be in 
charge of it.2 The Empire owned the salt. Gandhi’s march—to the salt—made a statement, and 
contributed to the undoing of the British empire in India. 

It was similar during the Roman empire in Jesus’s day. Roman soldiers were allotted pay 
so that they could purchase salt, and some say they were perhaps even paid in salt. It was a 
valuable and essential life giving treasure, to be sure. It still is. Jesus says, “you are the salt of 
the earth, the light of the world. In fact, the original words should be translated to “it is you 
who are the salt of the earth. It is you who are the light of the world (which was a phrase 
attributed to Romans, by Romans),” emphasizing that it is the people who are the salt, the 
light—the ones who are the treasures. Not resources to be owned, but incredible parts of the 
world who live not just for themselves but who enhance the world around them because of 
who they are.  

“You are salt,” Jesus says. One grain on its own may not do much, but together you are 
salt of this good Earth, existing not for itself, but with specific life-giving treasure to share.  
“You are you,” Jesus is saying, and you are beloved treasure that is meant to be shared in 
meaningful ways.  

In the same way, Jesus says, you are light. Let your light shine—it’s not meant to be 
hidden, because that’s not light’s job. Light enlightens, warms, reveals, shines. I want to be 
clear here, though, because people often hear this scripture and implicitly hear: “go and do.” 
No, that’s not the intent or the language of this passage. It is not a performative text. It is about 
an identity, a returning-to-the-center-of-who-you-are text.  

Let me give you an example. In Genesis, when God creates the world, in the Hebrew 
words, God doesn’t say, “let there be this….”  When God creates light, God’s wording is “let 
light be.” And it was.  

Now I went down a rabbit hole this week learning about light and I asked some 
scientists in the congregation3 about light. As it turns out, light is quite complex. Have you ever 
researched where light comes from or about the energy that “makes” it? (Scientists, I know it is 
so much more complex and specific than this.) It doesn’t come from somewhere, it is energy 
that is self-propagating, because electric and magnetic waves don’t have a medium that makes 
them move where other energy waves do.  

Both poetically in Genesis, and scientifically in a very simplified way, light is. Light is. 
That’s what Jesus is getting at, poetically. That’s what he’s saying: “let your light be.” Or to use 
scientific language, “anyone in motion can be described using the wave-particle duality and 

 
2 I’m grateful to Rev. Alan Storey who researched this information and presented it in a sermon. 
3 Thank you, Sam Steinberg and Greg Muth! 
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would be a form of electromagnetic radiation or “light.’”4 Let your electromagnetic radiation, or 
light, be, Jesus says. 

Similarly, “you are salt.” Let your flavor, preserving, healing, ritual richness be. It already 
is. You already are. “You are you.” In the same way, Jesus is saying “let your light be.” It already 
is. It will and does shine. Let yourself be you, be salt, be light, and share it. Don’t get in your 
own way.  

I have a friend who radiates joy and is oblivious enough to not know she’s doing it when 
she walks into a room. She’s not performing something; she’s letting it be present. I noticed it 
about her when I first met her at college. But 7 years later, when I met her partner, he said the 
exact same thing about her. She just radiates who she is—a person passionate about music, 
kids, learning, travel, and being silly. 

What would we as a church be like if together we let our light be? Who are we together 
without forcing or pushing or striving or taking ourselves too seriously? A caring, attentive, 
energetic, funny, conscientious, sensitive and passionate group of God’s people? I should 
mention that while its helpful individually, Jesus is speaking to a group. The “you” is plural—let 
you be you. Be the salt you already are. Be the light you already are. In the words of ancient 
scholar/writer Pliny, “to the whole body [world?] nothing is better than sun and salt.”5 Light 
and salt do not exist for themselves. To the whole world, nothing is better than what those 
shining, revealing, flavorful, healing, preserving parts of ourselves, of who we are together. 

You are you, you are a beloved treasure. Nothing you do will change that. Just do the 
things that light and salt do—be yourselves, share your flavoring, preserving, healing ways. And 
let your light be, let your light do what it already does—shine, reveal, enlighten. I can’t wait to 
see that flavor and brightness we will bring this year to the world of which we are a part. The 
world God loves so much. May it be so. 
 
 
 

 
4 Greg Muth 
5 Pliny, “Natural History” p, 31, 98, 102 New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology Vol 3 p 443. 


