Are you happy? That seems to be the way we have of measuring our lives in the modern world, especially as Americans. We recall Thomas Jefferson’s words in the Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” 
Yes, as modern-day Americans, we are taught almost from the cradle that life is all about happiness and that our life aim is to always be happy. A little bit of reflection, though, shows us that such an attitude misses the mark. For example, many folks distort what Jefferson said and believe that they have a God-given right to happiness itself. But actually, he is saying that we have a right to pursue happiness – a very different thing. 
But it must be noted that these things that are “self-evident” to Jefferson and to us have not always been so throughout history. In an article in Quartz magazine (“The Purpose of Life Isn’t to be Happy, it’s to be Fulfilled.” Sept. 3, 2017), the author, Zat Ranah, notes that the word “happy” only entered the English language in the 14th century, and even then it didn’t mean at the time what it means today. Ancient conceptions of happiness were not of an emotional state – they were more about being in harmony with our lives and surroundings. A biblical example is “shalom”, which we typically translate as “peace”, but also means inner balance, harmony, and contentment, and even prosperity.
The point here is not to say that happiness is bad, but that it is not the end all cure all that we are seeking. So what are we really after? We are looking for a sense of purpose and accomplishment; we are needing, whether we think so or not, to serve others, and, we are needing compassion and care for each other. What we are needing is something that Jesus taught us – that life is about fulfilment. 
Matthew 5:13-20 NIV
"You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot. 
As we encounter our scripture, Jesus has recently begun his ministry. He has been baptized in the Jordan River by John the Baptist, who asks Jesus why he should be getting baptized, protesting that it should be the other way around, that Jesus should be baptizing John. But Jesus replies, “It is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.” And now Jesus is giving instruction for the large crowds of people who have gathered to hear him preach what we now call his Sermon on the Mount. He has just gone through the Beatitudes (the “Blessed are” statements) and now is saying something that sounds a little strange to modern ears – he’s telling them to be like salt. 
Although we take it for granted today, salt was a big deal in centuries past. Salt was highly valued and its production was legally restricted in ancient times, so it was historically used as a method of trade and currency. The word "salary" was derived from the word "salt," although it is not known how that connection was made. It used to be said that Roman soldiers were paid in salt, but modern scholarship says that there is no evidence that this is true. At any rate, the word "salad" also originated from "salt," and began with the early Romans salting their leafy greens and vegetables. Of course, that was to make them taste better, that is, “properly seasoned” (like today’s saltshakers). Salt, as we all know, makes other foods taste better.
Salt was so valuable in ancient times that it traded ounce to ounce with gold; it was even used to make coinage. It was also widely used to preserve foods, and thus a very valuable substance for civilization to grow and prosper. Historically, a major source of salt was the Sahara Desert, from where it was mined and shipped on camel caravans.
Salt is a necessary mineral in our bodies – human bodies contain from 4 to 8 ounces of salt at any given time. Although it is a necessary mineral for us however, we generally don’t have to worry about getting too little of it since it is in all kinds of modern foods, especially processed foods.  
So Jesus makes a comparison between his followers and salt. You add flavor to the world, and you help preserve the world, Jesus is saying. Unless, that is, you let your “saltiness” be adulterated or polluted, in which case you’ve lost your purpose and you remain unfulfilled. So be good salt.
14 "You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. 15 Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. 16 In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.
We might wonder who the audience is for Jesus as he is giving his Sermon on the Mount. While a mix of different people would have been in attendance when Jesus preached, there is no doubt that most of the audience would have been poor folks who struggled to get by – farmers, fishermen, shepherds, day laborers, you know, the kinds of people who Jesus later talks about in his parables. The Beatitudes that Jesus has just preached are clearly meant to lift up the lowly and powerless in society; in them, Jesus offers up blessings for those who mourn, who are meek, who are poor in spirit, who are pure in heart, who are merciful, and so on. 
So it is a bit of a surprise when Jesus tells these folk that they are the light of the world. Jesus works the metaphor of light like he did with salt. He notes that “a town built on a hill cannot be hidden”, an oblique reference to Jerusalem, which is on Mt. Zion. Like a single lamp in a house can light up a whole room, so can one metaphorical light called Jerusalem bring light to the whole world. This light shouldn’t be hidden but instead presented for all the world to see. By saying that these people are the light of the world, Jesus is saying that they are the ones to spread God’s message, and the world will see it with their deeds (“shining lights”).  
 17 "Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. 18 For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished.
There were bound to be people who misunderstood what Jesus was saying and others who understood it but felt threatened by it. So Jesus makes it clear what his mission on earth is about. It is not about redoing everything, but instead to bring the teachings of the Law and Prophets to their completion. That is, Jesus will fulfill them.
Have you ever read about or seen on TV an account of mountain climbers? If so, you may stand in wonder at all that is required to “bag” a major mountain peak. First off, the climber must athletically train intensively for months. Then they have to buy a bunch of equipment and pay for travel to the trailhead; some countries now also require a license to be able to get to the trailhead. You climb with all this stuff on your back, up and up and up and your legs burn with the exertion. The higher in elevation you go, the less oxygen the air has, and you find yourself gasping on each breath. It’s cold and windy, and thunderstorms can come at any time. And of course, there is the possibility of slipping or equipment failure that could send you plunging to your death. Does this sound like fun to you?
Yes, it takes a special kind of person to be a mountaineer. But the climber is not interested in immediate gratification or constant happiness. The hardships are understood in advance and what the mountaineer is after is that unique sense of accomplishment and fulfillment that awaits when the peak is summited. “I came, I saw, I conquered” to quote Julius Caesar (“veni, vidi, vici” in Latin); “Bagged it!” a mountain climber might say. 
In our translation, Jesus says that the “smallest letter” of the law will be fulfilled; the Greek actually says “one iota”; iota being the smallest Greek letter, equivalent to our English “i”. Scribes throughout history have made it a solemn duty when copying holy scripture from an old document to a new one to copy it exactly, down to the last iota or yod, the smallest Hebrew letter. There was a controversy in the early church regarding the Trinity that revolved around whether or not to include an iota in a Greek word in some early church writings; the presence of the iota changed the meaning completely.
But the important point here is that the fulfillment is coming, and what Jesus is saying reflects on a prophecy in Jeremiah 31:33: “This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel; after that time,” declares the Lord, “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts.” Jesus’ ministry is going to bring this prophecy to fulfillment.  
19 Therefore anyone who sets aside one of the least of these commands and teaches others accordingly will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20 For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.
We’ve already noted that Jesus often made surprising comments in the course of doing his ministry, and here is another one. Jesus has been lifting the people up and telling them of their worth – they are salt and light to the world. But now he’s saying that they must be more righteous than the Pharisees. The Pharisees were the “holier than thou” faction of the Jews who insisted on a nit-picking interpretation of the Law. On first hearing, folks might have gotten the idea that Jesus wanted them to “out-Pharisee” the Pharisees. But that’s not it. Jesus is bringing a new covenant, a new agreement, that will supersede the written law. Like Jeremiah said, the Law will be in our minds and hearts, not in written documents. And true righteousness is not to be nit-picky about little things, but to bring God’s love to the world.
When I talked about mountain climbers, what was the point? Was it that we should all go out and climb mountains because it’s fulfilling? Of course not. But our lives do resemble a mountain climb in some ways. We have moments of joy and moments of struggle. We have to make decisions on which path we follow. We will be disappointed by the monotony at times, but then pleasantly surprised at something unexpected. By choosing the way that is not the easiest but is the most fulfilling, we find that we are truly living.
But every church congregation needs to be bringing salt and light in its own way. We have lots of opportunities in this church, and we can always find more in a needy world. The important thing, though, is to realize that in the Church, we are about fulfillment. That means that some of the things we do will be chores, but we know that we are working toward higher purposes, so we shouldn’t back away from them. We are saying that there is a place of being “properly seasoned” for our work in the world.
And just when we don’t expect it, the Holy Spirit will surprise us with an affirmation of what we are doing with our salt and light, as we travel on this road to fulfillment. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, amen.      
