Homily for February 5, 2023                  Matthew 5. 13-20                 “Savoring and Shining” “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. “You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. 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. In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.  “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.  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.  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. 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.

Aside from grilling some fish for breakfast after the resurrection, we have very little information on Jesus as a cook.  Similarly, his credentials as a biologist are scanty, and furthermore, his resume in industrial production techniques is sparse, to say the least.  All of this being true, it makes his metaphorical use of salt as a sermon illustration all the more spectacular.  People with a lot more education and verbal savvy have labored forever to find such a perfect metaphor for the human spiritual condition, and most of them have failed utterly, but not Jesus.  He nailed it, once for all time, in one of the most enduring, although minimally explored, images in all the scripture.


The online, communally-created encyclopedia Wikipedia has this to say: “As well as the familiar uses of salt in cooking, salt is used in many applications, from manufacturing pulp and paper, to setting dyes in textiles and fabric, to producing soaps, detergents, and other bath products. It is the major source of industrial chlorine and sodium hydroxide, and used in almost every industry.”  It wasn’t enough that Jesus would choose the most enduring foods, bread and wine, common in every culture, to be the pillars of the memorial meal; he also managed to integrate the most popular and useful mineral known to humankind into our awareness forever.  This salt is a powerful image…we certainly need to explore it more fully…

But there are problems awaiting that exploration; Wikipedia writes again:  "Salt of the earth" has become a common English expression, although the modern usage of the phrase is somewhat separate from its scriptural origins, and today it refers to someone who is humble and lacking pretension. Due to its fame it has occurred a number of times in art and popular culture, but usually these citings are based on the secular understanding of the term”.

Okay, fair enough; the image has become less potent because the poplar meaning, and the original meaning have diverged.  We all think of ‘salt of the earth’ people as homey, solid, dependable, humble, and the like…but what did Jesus think when he chose this seemingly random image to excite the minds and hearts of his new followers?   Would it surprise you to learn that we have lost the power of the original by settling for the commonly held version?  And just what was the original trying to say? It’s important to remember that Jesus is being metaphorical, using salt and its properties to illustrate how we might function better as spiritual seekers.  His idea that we, the believers, are the salt of the earth implies that the seasoning of life, the preservation of the good, the enduring balance and palatability of life itself, are up to us.  His original listeners thought all that stuff was the responsibility of the teachers and scribes and religious professionals, but Jesus says differently.  The world will not be preserved or enhanced or made palatable by them, he says, but rather by folks who are salty in their outlook, spicy in their living, solid in their faith. 

I attended a memorial service yesterday morning in a nearby town. I will not tell you where, but it rhymes with pillows. And the good folks of Pillows would surely be described, by nearly any measure, as ‘salt of the earth’ kind of people. Yet I am saddened to report that in that holy space I came face to face with exactly the kind of things that Jesus was warning us about. ‘Salt of the earth’ they may have been, but that salt had lost nearly all of its flavor. That worship had no flavor at all, unless ‘going through the motions’ could be considered a flavor. The minister was the worst of the lot, it seemed; out of touch and barely present. What could have been a time of healing and opening of hearts was reduced to a flavorless ritual that was foreign to nearly everybody there. How can we bury the power of Life over Death under such a heap a boredom? What could have been savored was squandered, I’m afraid. 

Now, when I say that the folks there had lost their flavor, I’m not really being scientifically accurate. I know, you are surprised. Let’s get back on track with Wikipedia again: “Salt itself, sodium chloride, is extremely stable and cannot lose its flavor, so that interpreting the phrase salt that has lost its flavor has been a topic of some debate. The most common explanation for this is that salt in Jesus’ era was quite impure, not only due to flawed extraction methods, but also due to unscrupulous merchants mixing it with other substances.”

And there it is, my friends, the sad tale of human spiritual evolution previewed for all to hear: salt is so stable that it cannot lose its flavor; but, if it is diluted enough, corrupted enough, mixed with enough dustand schmutz and who knows what, its zing, its tang, its saltiness, can be so diminished that it becomes essentially worthless.  Evidently, that is what the religious leaders of the day were doing, offering a diluted version of the faith.  That is certainly what I experienced yesterday morning down in Pillows. Our world keeps trying to thrive spiritually on a salt-free diet, which is neither biologically nor spiritually possible!  And so, we fall into exactly the same trap that so angered Jesus when he listened to the preaching of the Pharisees; diluting the faith to make it more reasonable in an anti-salt world where blending in and not rocking the boat are valued more highly than saltiness.  And so we don’t witness; we don’t stand up for what is right; we let it slide, and before you know it, we are watching eight minutes of police aggression on video while we clutch our pearls and say, well, isn’t that terrible? We have been party to creating a culture that is out of control, awash in mediocrity, sameness, blandness, and suddenly taupe is a hot decorator color. Taupe! Seriously!  How did that happen?

In his most famous sermon, Jesus was calling Christians, then and now, to be the salt for the world, its spicers and preservers and healers.  Now, this is interesting; do you know how salt preserves food?  The salt draws water out of bacteria through osmotic pressure, which keeps the bacteria from reproducing, cause too many of those wee buggers is the major source of food spoilage.  Seems that we, the salty ones, are called to draw out the badness from our midst, to keep the nastiness from reproducing, because our whole life will be spoiled if the bad stuff grows too much.   We want to have that world, but we will never take those risks, never endure those inconveniences, never subject ourselves to the sneering judgment of the world unless we know, for sure, that the salty path is the best path.  And that is why we are here today; to reclaim our zest, to restore our spiritual balance so we aren’t so darned diluted! Then, we can get on with the healing and flavoring and balancing of the world to which we are called.


One of these years I will get around to talking about light, which is an even richer subject matter than salt.  I must leave that for another day, when we can really enjoy it without the pressures of time and the soreness of hind ends that have sat on pews for too long.  For today, then, salt will be enough; stable, solid, astringent, cleansing, healing, purifying, enriching, life-sustaining, balancing…what a wonderful substance!  We are here to remember that we are called to be salt for the earth, called to be people of substance, called to our own stability, our own solidity, our own astringency, our own cleaning, our own healing, our own purity, called to become enriching, life-sustaining, balanced children of God…friends, that is quite a calling!  So let’s not leave what is ours to do for others to ignore; let’s take back our lives and our churches and our world before everything tastes the same and looks the same and feels the same, taupe, taupe, taupe.  Jesus, they say, is the Lord of the Dance, not the sitter on the sidelines. Jesus, they say, is the Pioneer and Perfecter of our faith, not a wandering milquetoast who sighs, well, it’s good enough for Pillows. Amen.
