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Salt and Light 

Reading from the Old Testament:  Isaiah 58:6-8 

Reading from the Gospels: Matthew 5:13-20 

In the dining hall at seminary, there was a student who, at each 

meal, regardless of what was being served, would douse his entrée with 

pepper. If that pepper shaker had a pulse, it would have collapsed from 

over-exertion. He’d shake and shake and shake that shaker until what 

had been a plate of meat loaf or lasagna looked like Oklahoma at the 

height of the dust bowl. If he would have sneezed, everyone at the table 

would have appeared as coal miners at the end of a long day.  

The sight of it caused me to wonder. For one thing, had his buds 

lost a custody battle for taste? Second, how had he not died from 

heartburn? And finally, at what point is there no longer any trace of 

flavor from the original dish. At what point can you no longer 

distinguish between lobster and SPAM? Personally, I take a bite of 

something peppery and I feel like my mouth is snarling at me.  

But I do like my salt. Tostitos, Ruffles, Wheat thins, fries, 

pretzels, and yes, if I’m in a particularly hipster mood, throw some of 

that sea salt on the caramel. Just don’t tell my doctor. An article in a 
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Harvard newsletter quoted Mark Kurlansky who observed that "The 

history of the Americas is one of constant warfare over salt." “Battles for 

the control of salt once pitted country against country, Cape Cod 

militiamen against British regulars, even the Union against the 

Confederacy.  

“Although the physical fights are history, the salt wars still rage 

in the pages of medical journals and government recommendations … 

One side says everyone needs to cut back on salt and that doing so 

would substantially reduce heart disease. The other side says universal 

salt reduction would have little effect on public health and would be a 

needless deprivation for most people … To a chemist, salt is what you 

get when positive and negative ions enter each other's orbit. To most 

everyone else, salt is sodium chloride, the white crystals left over when 

seawater evaporates …  

“The human body can't live without some sodium. It's needed to 

transmit nerve impulses, contract and relax muscle fibers (including 

those in the heart and blood vessels), and maintain a proper fluid 

balance … The Yanomamo people of the Amazon rainforest get by on 

just 200 mg of sodium a day. By comparison, the average American gets 
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3,400 mg, while in northern Japan the daily intake is a whopping 

26,000 mg.” (Harvard Health Publishing)  

I don’t think I compete with that but I’m old enough to remember 

my high school coaches pushing salt tablets at us during football and 

track practice. That mixed really well with the Fritos and orangeade I’d 

inhale after practice … but don’t tell my doctor. 

Age and awareness, and if not wisdom then well-meaning loved 

ones, have a way of altering our habits, or at least restoring some sanity 

to our choices (a handful of Mr. Salty pretzels not withstanding). So, 

yes, just a pinch of salt can go a long way.  

Knowing what we know, I’m not sure how Jesus’ illustration 

translates in a health-conscious world. "You are the salt of the earth.” 

That may not be received as good news today, as though you are the 

thing all sensible people should avoid or at least cut back on; as though 

you are the item on the menu that hasn’t earned the heart healthy 

valentine. Of course, these days, listening to far too many, far too loud 

Christians whose brand seems redolent with pride, suspicious of 
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science, void of mercy, and dismissive of diversity (you know, just like 

Jesus); a salt free diet starts sounding pretty good. 

And yet, the salt metaphor still works, knowing that salt remains 

essential to life and in proper measure enhances life. "You are the salt 

of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be 

restored?” You see, the emphasis here is not on quantity but quality. 

How does the salt enhance and enrich that which it touches? Thus, how 

do you enhance and enrich the world around you?  

Fred Craddock points out that “salt does not exist for itself, nor do 

the disciples; their life is turned outward to the world.” That makes 

sense, right? I mean, if you pull the saltshaker out of the spice rack, you 

are not using a spoon and eating it as a snack. Rather, you are using it 

to bring out the best in that on which it is sprinkled. Your life has 

meaning as it enhances and enriches the world, the people around it. 

That’s counter-intuitive in the me-istic, self-idolatrous, selfie-centered 

culture in which we live and to which we are tempted to bend the knee. 

William Sloane Coffin suggested there is no smaller package in the 

world than a person wrapped up in themself. 
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In Jesus’ pairing of salt and light, salt often fades into the 

background. We talk a lot about light in the church because the Bible 

talks a lot about light. And God said, "Let there be lights in the dome of 

the sky to separate the day from the night … God made the two great 

lights—the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the 

night … And God saw that it was good.” Earlier today, we read the 

encouragement of the prophet, “Then your light shall break forth like 

the dawn, and your healing shall spring up quickly.” That same 

prophet, Isaiah, proclaims, “The people who walked in darkness have 

seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness— on them 

light has shined.” These are the same words Jesus quotes at the 

beginning of his public ministry in Matthew. And in our text today, 

Jesus extends the light metaphor to challenge his disciples, his church, 

you, and me to be a light for a dark world.  

And so, as with salt, the call here is outward. Jesus says, “let your 

light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give 

glory to your Father in heaven.” How does your life, along with our life 

together, season and enhance the world around us? How does your life, 

along with our life together, brighten and enlighten the world around 
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us? When the prayer is offered, “May the Lord make his face to shine 

upon you…” that is not only God’s light for you, it is God’s light through 

you, dispelling the darkness hovering over the lives of our neighbors. 

Bryan Stevenson has dedicated his life to doing just that, 

dispelling the darkness hovering over those who suffer injustice. 

Founder of the Equal Justice Initiative, a legal practice dedicated to 

defending the poor, the wrongly condemned, and others lost in the dark 

corners of a system particularly harsh on the disenfranchised. A few of 

us heard him speak at Davidson a couple of weeks ago along with the 

thousands of others packed into the College’s Arena. Perhaps you have 

seen the movie or read the book that highlights his mission, Just Mercy. 

Jessica and Rebecca’s class 

In the book he speaks of his encounters with a client, Avery 

Jenkins, and a particular prison guard. Stevenson discovered that 

Jenkins had been convicted and condemned for a particularly brutal 

murder of an older man. The letters from Jenkins asking for help 

seemed to indicate mental illness, but the court records and files never 

referenced any disability.  
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Pulling into the prison parking lot on his way to meet Jenkins, 

Bryan noticed a pickup truck covered with disturbing bumper stickers, 

Confederate decals, including one that said, If I’d known it was going to 

be like this, I’d have picked my own cotton. Even though Bryan had 

grown up around and worked among plenty of signs and symbols with 

racial overtones, this display was particularly ugly. It was about to get 

worse. As he entered the prison, a prison he often visited, he moved 

toward the visitor’s room when he was abruptly stopped by a muscular, 

white corrections officer with a menacing scowl. “What are you doing?” 

“I’m here for a legal visit. It was scheduled earlier this week.” 

“You have to be searched first … You’re going to go into that 

bathroom and take everything off if you expect to get into my prison.” 

“I think you might be confused. I’m an attorney. Lawyers don’t 

have to get strip-searched to come in for legal visits.” 

“You can go into that bathroom and strip, or you can go back to 

wherever you came from.” 

After putting Stevenson through the search along with a couple of 

other arbitrary obstacles, none of which were protocol, he grudgingly 

allowed Stevenson to enter the visitation room, but not without first 
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grabbing him by the arm and saying, “Hey man, did you happen to see a 

truck out in the visitation yard with a lot of bumper stickers, flags, and 

a gun rack? …I want you to know that’s my truck.” 

When Bryan finally got to meet Jenkins, he found the prisoner 

obsessed with whether Bryan had brought him a chocolate milkshake. 

Brian stumbled at the prisoner’s disappointment but promised, if 

allowed, to bring him a milkshake the next time. He wouldn’t be 

allowed to bring him a milkshake, but Jenkins asked for it every time 

Bryan visited. Strange, but Stevenson would quickly discover the actual 

heartbreak of Jenkins story.  

His father was murdered before he was born, and his mother had 

died of a drug overdose when he was a year old. He’d been in 19 

different foster homes before he turned eight. There were cognitive 

impairments that suggested organic brain damage and behavioral 

problems that suggested schizophrenia. At the age of ten his foster 

mother decided to get rid of him. She took him into the woods, tied him 

to a tree, and left him. He was found by hunters three days later. By 

fifteen he was having seizures and experiencing psychotic episodes. At 

twenty, it was in the midst of a psychotic episode, that he ran into a 
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strange house, thinking he was being attacked by demons. Assuming 

the resident was a demon, he killed him. None of Jenkins history was 

brought out in trial, and so he was quickly convicted and sentenced to 

death. 

Stevenson’s petition to the court detailed the mitigating 

circumstances of Avery’s life that made a death sentence cruel and 

unusual. He felt good about their chances of altering the death penalty. 

Ironically, when he made the argument, the guard who had harassed 

Bryan on his first visit, was the guard in court with Jenkins.  

And when, sometime later, Bryan went to visit Jenkins back at 

the prison, guess what truck was in the parking lot. As much as he 

wanted to just leave, he girded himself for another encounter.  

“Hello, Mr. Stevenson. How are you?” Huh. He sounded sincere. 

“Look, I’ll step into the bathroom to get ready for your search.” 

“Oh, Mr. Stevenson, you don’t have to do that. I know you’re 

okay.” Huh? 

“You know I took ole Avery to court for his hearing … and I was 

listening … I appreciate what you’re doing. I really do. It was kind of 
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difficult for me to be in that courtroom to hear what y’all was talking 

about. I came up in foster care, too. Man, I didn’t think anybody had it 

as bad as me. They moved me around like I wasn’t wanted nowhere. 

But listening to what you was saying about Avery made me realize that 

there were other people who had it bad as I did … even worse … It’s 

good what you’re doing. I got so angry coming up that there were plenty 

of time when I really wanted to hurt somebody … I think you done good, 

real good.” 

Just as Bryan headed into the visitation, the guard grabbed his 

arm, just like the last time. He said, “Wait, I’ve got to tell you somethin’ 

else … I probably wasn’t supposed to … on the way back here from 

court that last day, well, I know how Avery is, you know. …I took an 

exit off the interstate, took him to a Wendy’s and I bought him a 

chocolate milkshake.” (Bryan Stevenson, Just Mercy) 

You are the salt of the earth, the light of the world. And your job, 

your calling is not to judge or dismiss or ignore, but to enhance, enrich 

the lives of others, to bring light to any who suffer in darkness. You just 

never know who God will touch through you. Amen.           


