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 If you ask the average teenager on the street what are the essentials of life, you 

might get the typical responses – a computer, a cell phone, a car.  At 15, we’d have 

answered the question in exactly the same way – though probably responding with the 

technology of our time – a fountain pen and paper, a telegraph, a horse and buggy.  As our 

lives have become more complicated, we move further and further away from the real 

essentials of life – food, water, shelter, clothing, salt and light.  Yes, for the people of 

Jesus’ time, salt and light were daily needs.  For the last couple of weeks, our readings 

have reflected upon the image of light.  Before electricity made night as bright as day, 

living after sundown was quite a challenge.  You needed candles or, more commonly, oil 

lamps.  They didn’t provide a lot of light, but when surrounded by total darkness, even a 

tiny flickering flame is welcome.  And in an era before refrigeration, food was not only 

seasoned with salt, it was preserved with it.  More than that, salt acted as a purifier and as a 

bonding agent for the fuel that was burned in community ovens.  Salt didn’t come in the 

round packages with the little girl and the umbrella on the label.  That’s table salt, refined 

salt.  In ancient Palestine, salt was gathered from the Mediterranean or from the Dead Sea.  

I know, people are paying extra for sea salt these days – but in ancient times, that’s all they 

had.  It was dried and separated from the sand, and stored in big containers near the 

community ovens.  Eventually, all of the actual salt in these containers was gone and all 

that was left was the remaining sand or dirt that hadn’t been filtered out.  These dregs were 

indeed good for nothing but being thrown on the ground and trampled upon – which is 

exactly what they did. 
 

 We are accustomed to Jesus using the basics of human life as a metaphor for God, 

for himself.  God is as necessary as the air we breathe, the water we drink, the bread we 

eat.  So in John’s gospel, we hear Jesus say, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.  I 

am the living water.  I am the Bread of Life.  I am the Light of the World.”  With these 

basic statements, Jesus makes a two-fold claim.  God is essential to human existence, and 

Jesus is God himself.  At the burning bush, God identified himself to Moses as “I am.”  

Philosophers and theologians tell us that God is being itself.  By using the words, “I am,” 

Jesus was affirmatively stating that he is God, the eternally begotten Son of God – as our 

creed says, God from God, light from light, true God from true God.  Yes, light is so 

central to our understanding of God’s identity, that we use the image in our profession of 

faith.  John’s gospel proclaims that God is as essential as food and water and light – and 

that Jesus is God in the flesh.   
 

 But today’s reading isn’t taken from John’s gospel.  It is taken from Matthew’s.  

Unlike the “I am” statements in the fourth gospel, in Matthew’s account, Jesus tells his 

disciples, tells us – You are the salt of the earth.  You are the Light of the World.  Has 

Jesus forgotten who he is, who we are?  Did Matthew’s source write Jesus’ words down 

incorrectly?  I suspect that Jesus made both the statements contained in John’s gospel and 



those found in Matthew’s.  But he made those statements at different times and with 

slightly different messages.  Yes, in the passages recorded in John’s gospel Jesus was 

telling his listeners that God is essential and that he is God.  But here, in the fifth chapter 

of Matthew’s gospel, as his public ministry just began in Galilee, Jesus was telling these 

newly called disciples, telling those who were just beginning to listen to his message, what 

he expected of them.  Here, the terms salt of the earth and light of the world were not 

exactly titles – they were job descriptions.  The functions performed by salt and light are 

exactly what Christ is looking for from his disciples. 
 

 Just as salt purifies, preserves, and seasons, so a disciple is called upon to fulfill 

each of these functions.  A disciple’s presence in a community should serve to purify that 

culture.  We see often enough how a bad influence can corrupt a society – Jesus reminds 

us that the opposite is also true.  The prayerful, faithful presence of a disciple can be, 

should be uplifting, encouraging, sanctifying to the entire community.   Similarly, a 

disciple has been entrusted with the truth of Jesus Christ.  He or she is called upon to 

preserve that truth – keeping faithful to the tradition that has been handed on, without a 

personal agenda or for selfish gain.  Preserving the truth, listening faithfully to the Holy 

Spirit is one of the chief functions of a disciple.  And yes, just as salt seasons food, so the 

lives of disciples are invited to enrich and enliven the Christian community.  Our church is 

more seasoned because of the witness of Francis of Assisi and Teresa of Kolkata, Martin 

de Porres and Gianna Beretta Molla, Josephine Bakita and Damian of Molokai, and so, so 

many others.  The prayers, insights, and wisdom shared by the saints of our tradition turn 

our simple baptismal garment into a rich and vibrant tapestry.  Disciples purify, preserve 

and season our faith journeys in the same way that salt purifies, preserves and seasons 

food. 
 

 Notice the distinction Jesus is making between faith and discipleship.  A person of 

faith is invited to receive Christ as his food, his drink – to be nourished and sustained by 

him.  A person of faith is invited to be enlightened by Christ, to live as a person of the 

light.  A disciple is more than a person of faith – a disciple puts that faith into action.  

Christ seasons the life of a person of faith, but a disciple’s life shares that seasoning with 

others.  The example of light found in today’s gospel makes this point more clearly.  A 

person of faith, rejoicing in having received the light of Christ, might well put that lamp 

under a bushel basket – focused in on himself or herself, striving to obtain as much 

personal insight as possible.  A disciple, however, puts that light on a lampstand, confident 

that sharing the faith with others will not diminish one’s own faith.  A person of faith 

might well be turned inward – a disciple is always reaching out to others.  So in the light of 

this gospel, we must ask ourselves how well we are salt and light – does our presence help 

to purify or to poison the Christian community?  Do we preserve the truth of faith or 

manipulate it for our own purposes?  Do our lives, our witness add seasoning to the 

Church’s batter – or does our presence spoil the batter or make it bitter?  In all that we say 

and do, does the light of Christ shine forth – or do we keep Christ’s light well hidden so 

that others may not see Christ shine?  Are we truly disciples?  Are we salt and light for 

others? 


