
This past weekend I was the speaker at a women’s retreat – it was held in Mission Viejo, and was comprised of 110 women from three Point Loma area churches – the Presbyterians, the Lutherans and the Episcopalians.  A nice, ecumenical grouping!  The theme of the weekend was “The Joy of Cooking,” but it really wasn’t all about cooking.  Instead, we talked about the gift of creating, the gift of creation, and how we could reconnect with the earth or the table, or any of the ways that humans have glorified God through their creations.  It was a nice weekend.  I brought with me my 1975 edition of The Joy of Cooking.  I usually call it “Mrs. Rombauer’s” . . . My grandmother grew up in St. Louis, and when she was a young bride, she was quite the admirer of Mrs. Rombauer and her famous cookbook.  We grew up calling the cookbook “Mrs. Rombauer’s.”  When any cooking question arises, my grandmother will usually ask, “Have you checked Mrs. Rombauer’s?”  And of course, I usually have because in addition to recipes, The Joy of Cooking is an amazing reference book for all sorts of cooking information.  Now, I brought it with me to the retreat to contrast the recipe for possum with the recipe for cooking Kraft EZMac in the microwave oven . . . but this week I found myself opening it again, to learn a little bit more about salt.  

Because that’s what Jesus calls his followers – the salt of the earth.  The salt of the earth and the light of the world . . . this is the second week that we hear a Gospel lesson from the famous Sermon on the Mount.  We usually think that it consists only of the beatitudes that we heard last week, but the sermon goes on for a long time . . . and we will actually hear it read in its entirety over the next several weeks.  Jesus has been ministering to crowds of people, and he withdraws to a mountain, along with his disciples.  He sits down and he begins to preach . . . and Jesus is preaching to the choir, we might say today.  Jesus is preaching to the insiders, those people who have already made a serious commitment to follow him.   And after teaching them about all the ways they are blessed for all sorts of things that don’t sound like blessings, he tells them that they are the salt of the earth.  


Salt – we’re pretty cavalier with it now.  We toss it over our shoulders when we spill some, we pour it on roads if they’re icy, we use it in water softeners . . . it’s become so prevalent in our lives that we have too much of it – just this last week there was an article that told us that we’re all supposed to cut down on the salt in what we eat.  So we’re supposed to cut down, but we can’t cut it out entirely.  Salt is essential to life, our body chemistry requires that we have a certain amount of salt in our diets.  After checking Mrs. Rombauer’s, I’ve learned about all of the different ways that salt is essential to cooking, as well.  It preserves, it brines, it freezes ice cream, it changes the way that foods cook, it assists in baking, and it gives just that special zing that many foods really need.  I’ll confess to having a “salt-tooth” -- I’ll pass on dessert, but I’ll always take a chip!  But it was different in Jesus’ day.  Since there was no refrigeration, salt was really essential, and it was harder to come by and far more costly.  

So, Jesus is saying his followers are essential to life, and not just in a straight-out existence way, but also in a flavor way.  They add just the right note to life – some zing.  He then goes on to tell them that they are the light of the world.  They are that light that shines in the darkness, the light of that amazing star that draws others to Jesus.  Again, things are different for us today – we have so much light that we talk about light pollution.  An island off of the French coast has recently been named the first “dark sky” community, because of its total lack of cars and street lighting, and a commitment on the part of residents there to reduce ambient light.  But if you’ve ever been camping in the mountains, you know that once it’s dark, there’s not a lot to do – and if you don’t have some sort of light source, you’re in a bit of trouble.  You can’t get around.  The followers of Jesus are the light of the world.  

And we are not to hide that light – while nowadays we might talk about light pollution, that wasn’t the case in Jesus’ day.  No one would go to the trouble to light a lamp and then hide it.  We are the light of the world, the light to the nations, a city built on a hill shining out to all that approach it.


But then Jesus goes on . . . he gets to the hard part.  The Sermon on the Mount is filled with hard messages and this is one of them.  It’s not enough to just bask in the glory of being the salt of the earth and the light of the world.  There are responsibilities that go along with it.  Jesus called his disciples to be more righteous than the Pharisees and scribes – and if they couldn’t achieve that, they could never hope to enter the kingdom of heaven.  Now that had to shock them – it probably scared them, too.  Everyone knew the scribes and Pharisees were the most righteous people in Israel.  They followed the law to the letter – they were holy, righteous men who had committed their lives to God.  But what is Jesus actually calling them to – and this answer matters to us, too.  Is Jesus calling his disciples to follow all the rules and regulations?  I think we can look to the passage from Isaiah for the answer to that.

In this passage, the prophet is telling the people of Jerusalem that what have been doing is not enough.  They have been following the rules, and they have believed that they are righteous because of it.  But Isaiah’s language is pretty harsh – God is not fooled by their worship, or their studies.  “Day after day they seek me and delight to know my ways, as if they were a nation that practiced righteousness and did not forsake the ordinance of their God;” as if they were a nation that practiced righteousness.  This is not a compliment.  The people ask of God, “Why do we fast, but you do not see?  Why humble ourselves, but you do not notice?”– and God’s response, “Look, you serve your own interest on your fast day.”  Gods’ people are to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world, but they are behaving as if that salt and light are just an outward show of being religious.  If they just do the things they’re supposed to do, that’s good enough.  And to be sure, when they fast, they put on a good show, Isaiah says – they bow their heads, they lie in sackcloth and ashes – and they beat their workers on the same day.  They have beautiful worship services, and they oppress the poor.  They faithfully bring their offerings to the temple, and step over their starving, naked neighbors on the way.  


So Jesus is calling his disciples to be more righteous than the Pharisees and scribes – and he is accusing those holy men of only being concerned with the outward display of their faith for their own purposes – for fame and personal glory.  Jesus is calling his disciples to live out their faith in a way that glorifies God, not themselves.  Jesus is calling his disciples to live out their faith in a way that brings others to Christ, calling them to be the light of the world, the salt of the earth.

Jesus’ disciples, through the ages, we are the light of the world.  We are the salt of the earth. We are called to righteousness and to the kingdom of heaven.  We are blessed when we are hungry, poor, grieving and rejected – blessed when we stand alongside all of those who not only need the love of Christ, but who also need their physical needs met, who need food, who need clothing, who need a roof over their heads, who need justice and not oppression.  

And our blessing?  I’m going to read again from Isaiah, but before I do, I want to point out a similarity that we have with Jesus and his disciples and all the people of Israel.  We’ve already heard a couple of times today about the differences between us and them – the salt, the light, but here I think we find something in common, and we in Southern California might appreciate this passage more than others around the country.  We who understand all too clearly the value of water, and know far too well what it looks like when there’s a drought, and when the land is dry and unwatered . . . like our ancestors in faith in Israel . . . our blessing will be this:

“The Lord will guide you continually, and satisfy your needs in parched places, and make your bones strong; and you shall be like a watered garden, like a spring of water, whose waters never fail.”  AMEN
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