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Scripture: Psalm 112; Matthew 5:13-20 

 

 

 I’d like you to think of someone in your life, still with us or not, whom you would 

describe as “righteous.” Just take a little time to get that person firmly planted in your mind and 

keep them there for a little bit.  

 

 The Bible talks a lot about righteousness. But honestly, I’ve always had a little trouble 

understanding exactly what it means. So often it’s associated with a judgmental perspective. 

People who describe themselves as righteous come across to me as condemning of others. A few 

of us here have recently read the book The Chosen by Rabbi Chaim Potok. It’s a story about a 

friendship between two Jewish boys, one who comes from a more modern Jewish home that’s 

devout and practicing, the other from a Hasidic home that is rigidly orthodox, keeping traditions 

that were developed in the 18th century. Leaders in the Hasidim are called “tsaddikim,” righteous 

ones. 

 

 It’s a terrific novel and definitely worth reading. In that understanding, the Hasidic 

understanding, a righteous person has special qualities, even mystical insight. They aren’t like 

anyone else and they’re often treated with a reverence that isn’t extended to other people. Maybe 

that can work in certain communities, but I’ve never known it to work very well in general 

society. Any time I’ve heard of someone who’s considered superior to others in a closed 

community, it’s been because they’ve done something horribly wrong. They’ve taken advantage 

of their status in some destructive way. The novel doesn’t portray the Hasidic leader that way, 

but there is a sort of privilege given to that person because of their righteousness. 

 

 But is that really what we find in scripture? Is a righteous person meant to have special 

status? And what exactly makes them righteous in the first place? In the psalm we heard a 

righteous person is described as one who fears the Lord and delights in the commandments, or 

the Torah. It says, “They rise in the darkness as a light for the upright; they are gracious, 

merciful, and righteous. It is well with those who deal generously and lend, who conduct their 

affairs with justice.” So, there are certain actions that reveal righteousness. A little later we learn, 

“They have distributed freely, they have given to the poor.” Righteous isn’t a state of being; it’s 

something we become through our actions in the world, through acts of compassion, generosity 

and justice. 

 

 Are you still thinking about that person in your life you consider righteous? Keep them in 

your thoughts, don’t let go of them.  

 

 In the gospels we often find Jesus, especially in Matthew’s gospel, criticizing the 

religious leaders, the “scribes and Pharisees.” Those leaders are often portrayed in the gospels as 

hypocrites who are just giving lip-service to the commandments and shaming other people while 

not really staying true to the commandments themselves. I’m sure there were some who behaved 

that way, but we really don’t know anything about those leaders except what we read in the 

gospels. I’m sure there were many, probably most, who just wanted to do the right thing and 



were generous and compassionate. But it’s possible they were also considered to be special, set 

apart, holy. And most folks then, like today, may not have seen themselves reflected in that 

holiness. 

 

 Jesus challenges that assumption. He tells his disciples, “You are the salt of the 

earth…You are the light of the world.” That’s not some casual compliment. He’s not trying to 

flatter them. He’s telling them they have within them the capacity for holiness, for righteousness. 

We all do. We all carry within us the potential to be salt and light for the world. 

 

 Everything about Jesus’ ministry points to a belief that God dwells within everyone. The 

salt and light he talks about are qualities we carry that reveal the presence of God. We can 

choose to obscure those qualities, we can suffocate them, but they’re still a part of us. What Jesus 

challenges his followers to do is allow themselves to cultivate them, to add flavor to the world or 

let their light shine. He challenges them to become righteous through acts of compassion, 

generosity and justice.  

 

 Becoming righteous is an intentional act. It’s not something we’re born with or that even 

comes naturally to us. Becoming righteous requires our willingness to reach beyond our fears or 

our needs and bring hope and relief to others. So, when Jesus talks about the commandments he 

doesn’t mean keeping some superficial act of piety. He’s talking about the purpose of Torah to 

create a society of people who bear God to one another, who engage one another with love and 

compassion; who see the image of God in one another.  

 

 Think again about that person in your life you consider righteous. Was there something 

uniquely special about them, were they holy in a way no one else is? And would they have 

thought of or do they think of themselves that way? I’m guessing the answer is, “no.” What may 

be different about them, at least in my experience of righteous people, is their awareness of the 

salt and light they can bring to the world. The people I’ve known whom I consider righteous are 

intentional about what they do. And they’re able to see God’s presence in the people around 

them and respond with love. 

 

 What Jesus tells his followers is, “You can all become righteous because you are all salt 

and light for the world.” And what’s more we all carry with us examples of righteousness, people 

we’ve known here in this church or in other parts of our lives who’ve taught us what it means to 

live with generosity and compassion. Becoming righteous is possible for every one of us. All we 

need to do is let our light shine…and begin. 

 

Amen 


