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A homily preached by  “Being the Salt of the Earth”
The Rev’d Jo Popham     Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany

February 6, 2011
Matthew 5:13-20

Several years ago my husband and I bought Himalayan salt lamps for each of our five

children for Christmas. We were flying home for US Thanksgiving that year, so we

carried the lamps with us to put them along with all their other presents in the mail to

them from the US. This decision has to rank up there with many of our other “what were

we thinking” moments. Do you have any idea how much solid rock lamps weigh? Our

luggage was overweight, their Christmas packages were overweight, but all of the

children loved their lamps. They call these salt lamps nature’s glowing air purifiers The

Himalayan salt is pink and gets its rosy hue from trace amounts of iron. Unrefined

additive-free salt crystals like I use I my salt grinder at home have nutrients like

magnesium, potassium, and calcium, unlike the plan-Jane table salt we so often season

our food with. Kosher salt is saltier and brighter than table salt. Fleur de sel is snowy

white and may be the best finishing salt. It is skimmed from salt ponds in Brittany,

France. There is smoked salt which has taken on a smoky colour and scent and flavour

from hardwood fires. Black Hawaiian salt is ebony in colour from being fused with

activated charcoal. It has an ocean fresh flavour and is thought to bind toxins and flush

them from the body. Grey salt is also called sel gris and is harvested from coastal sea

beds. There are two types of lake salt that take the form of flakes from either Cyprus lake

salt harvested from the Mediterranean or Maldon lake salt gleaned from England’s south

coast. Fine ground pink salt from the Himalayan salt mines in Pakistan also is suitable for

grinders as is Peruvian pink that has a more distinctive taste.

So there are a number of kinds of salt. There are as many uses for salt as there are

Biblical meanings for salt. Salt is essential to life. Since ancient times and in many

cultures salt – NaCl – has been used as a seasoning, as a preservative, as a disinfectant. It

has been part of ceremonial offerings and even a unit of exchange. Salt signifies
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permanence, loyalty, durability, fidelity, usefulness, value, and purification. Salt was a

sign of a covenant. In the Old Testament King Abijah called God’s covenant promise to

David a salt covenant indicating that there would always be an heir of David’s on the

throne in Israel. A salt covenant then was one that could never be broken (2 Chronicles

13:5). We all remember the pillar of salt that was Lot’s wife that still stands on Mount

Sodom (Genesis 19:26). And salt was required as part of the Hebrew’s sacrificial

religious practices, required as a seasoning of the grain offering as a reminder of the salt

of the God’s covenant with the Hebrew people (Levicitus 2:13 and Ezekial 43:24). Salt

was a common temple offering (Ezra 6:9) but was also part of the incense as well

(Exodus 30:35). Did you know that newborn babies were rubbed with salt to promote

good health? (Ezekiel 16:4). Eating salt together was a sign of friendship (Numbers 18:19

and 2 Chronicles 13:5). But a place of desolation, a no man’s land was called “salt land”

(Job 39:6, and Jeremiah 17:6). And the land of defeated cities was salted to mark their

desolation for nothing could then be grown there, the land could no longer support life

(Judges 9:45). Salting the earth was a ritual that cursed the land preventing its re-

inhabitation. You might say it was a custom of purifying or consecrating a destroyed city,

but it also cursed the land so that it was impossible to rebuild there. The Assyrians

routinely did this to conquered peoples’ land (Judges 9:45). Before the industrial

revolution salt was difficult to come by, and salt mining was often done by slave or

prison labor. Part of the pay for Roman soldiers was an allotment of salt, or a “salarium”

or in modern terms salary. In ancient Rome salt on the table was a mark of a rich patron

(and those who sat nearer the host were above the salt, and those less favored were

"below the salt").

God had many names for his children, sheep, little ones, brethren, but now Jesus

called his followers “salt.” How did the disciples become disciples? The Sermon on the

Mount when Jesus called the disciples “the salt of the earth” was a teaching opportunity

for them and for us. On the mountaintop Jesus called for his disciples to be the salt of the

earth. The disciples were called to be examples to others – to show how God had changed
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their lives. We are called to do the same. Jesus also warned them that “if salt has lost its

taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown

out and trampled under foot” (Mathew 5:13).

 Salt does not really lose its taste, does it?

In Jesus’s time the main source of salt was the Dead Sea – or the Salt Sea – that

borders what is now Jordon on the east and Israel and the West Bank on the west. The

six-mile long salt cliff above the Dead Sea could be affected by the weather, by the rains

that washed into the sea. Jesus may have been referring to these salt deposits around the

Dead Sea because after heavy rains the cliffs still look like salt but no longer were salty.

The Dead Sea is one of the saltiest bodies of water in the world, nearly 9 times saltier

than the ocean. The Hebrew people harvested the salt by pouring water from the Dead

Sea into pits and letting it evaporate until only the salt was left.

Salt used to season sacrificial incense could have become ritually unclean and need to

be “thrown out” rather than be offered to God, so in a manner of speaking it could have

lost its saltiness. Salt was heavily taxed in the 1st century, so it often was diluted by

mixing it with a cheap white powder. In this way it could lose its strong taste. Salt also

could be contaminated with other minerals, causing a weakness in flavor or a bland

unpleasant taste.

If salt loses its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? Was Jesus saying that a

follower who loses his faith is useless and will be discarded? Was Jesus warning his

disciples to be on their guard, to take care not to lose their faith? And does that caution

apply to us, to 21st century believers? Who are the salt of the earth in our world? Who are

the people who are called to avoid dilution of their faith? What might make us be less

salty?

When we were visiting one of the children in New Orleans, I noticed that her

Christmas Himalayan salt lamp was weeping, there was water under it. She said she had

to put the lamp on a plate because there was so much humidity in the air that the salt was
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leaking out of her lamp. It was shedding salt. Like the salt cliffs above the Dead Sea, the

lamp was becoming less and less salty.

Can this happen to us if we allow our faith to be diluted? Do we become less faithful

by being diluted by worldly things?  We are called to be in the world, but not of the

world. But how do we avoid become less salty without adding to our salt intake?

These days we are encouraged to unsalt our lives. Medical advisors tell us that excess

salt in our diet can contribute to high blood pressure, kidney stones, osteoporosis, and

increase our risk of heart disease. So rather than being the salt of the earth, we are told

that we ought to be less salty.

All this talk is about salt is all well and good, but how do we apply it to our daily

lives? Jesus calls us – his followers – to be the salt of the earth. If we are salt, the salt of

the earth, then we need not add salt but take care not dilute our salt, our faith. We are

called to live in the world and to be Jesus’s active presence in our world. We are called to

be the salt, in the world. Yes, we are called to apply this salt wisely – not necessarily

liberally – but, if we give our faith away, don’t we become more faithful, more salty. If

we love as Jesus loved and loves us, then we have more to love, we become more

loveable, more faithful, more salty.

So we can be the salt of the earth without diluting our own saltiness. Unlike the

weeping Himalayan salt lamp, the more we give Jesus away – the more we share him

with the world – the more we have to give – the more salty we become.

My sisters and brothers, let us not become less salty. Let us live into our calling to

spice up the world with good seasoning. Shake the shaker, my friends, and season the

world with salt, with Jesus. Let us be the salt of the earth.


