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A Homily by                          “Being salted with fire, for balance”
The Reverend Jo Popham    Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost B

September 30, 2012
Mark 9:38-50

In my recent short stay in the hospital, the food brought to me – and most of the other

patients – was low salt, but it tasted like no salt. I am sure that the dieticians at the

hospital were caring for my blood pressure and that of all the other patients, but I have

low blood pressure. But, the food really did not have any taste at all.

Salt – simple NaCl is essential to life. But sodium must be in balance as everything

else. We all need a sense of balance in our lives. Yesterday Bishop Greg Kerr-Wilson

was installed as our new Bishop. Bishop Greg now represents Christ, the great shepherd

among us. He was seated among his disciples, the priests and the people of the Diocese of

Calgary to gather, teach, and pray with us. Our new Bishop is a self-described

“conservative, liberal, evangelical, charismatic catholic Anglican.”1 Now that is a

well–balanced Bishop, my friends. But I digress. We were talking about salt.

Salt is a necessity of life. Since ancient times salt has been used in many cultures as a

seasoning, a preservative, a disinfectant, a component of ceremonial offerings, and as a

unit of monetary exchange. The Bible contains numerous references to salt. In various

contexts, it is used metaphorically to signify permanence, loyalty, durability, fidelity,

usefulness, value, and purification. A main source of salt was the area around the Dead

Sea, especially the massive six mile long salt cliffs of Jebel Usdum. That ridge is

constantly changing as weather interacts with the rock salt. The Hebrew people harvested

salt by pouring sea water into pits and letting the water evaporate until only salt was left.

In the New Testament salt has a number of meanings. Here in Mark’s Gospel Jesus

said: “[E]veryone will be salted with fire.” – salted meaning to be purified, as ore is

purified tino metal in a furnace. “Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, how can

you season it?” Salt is a seasoning agent. The disciples were called to be the salt of the
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earth, as are we. The salt of the earth are agents of spirituality, but if we lose our

effectiveness in proclaiming God’s word, then what use are we? “Have salt in yourselves,

and be at peace with one another.” Salt is quite distinctive in character but needs to be

taken in balance. Our uniqueness, even our idiosyncrasies, do matter for they make us

who we are, but harmony in community is also very important. Goodwill seasons positive

relationships between us. This also could be a play on the covenant of salt, indicating

friendship and compassion. As a community we often make a salt covenant in our

meetings, so that we remember who we are and whose we are in our dealings with one

another as we work on the common mission of the church.

Parallels in the synoptic Gospels are “You are the salt of the earth; but 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” from Matthew.2 And “Salt is good; but if salt has lost its

taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is fit neither for the soil nor for the manure pile;

they throw it away. Let anyone with ears to hear listen!” from Luke.3

How does salt lose it saltiness? Salt that is contaminated with other minerals can cause

a weakness in flavor or a bland unpleasant taste. So salt losing its saltiness could be a

symbolic reference to the possibility of abandoning or deviating from the gospel, or

adulterating its teachings. Another interpretation of this description of salt losing its taste

could be that when one is in the world filled with sin and deceit, it is possible for one to

become contaminated and thus unsuccessful at being an effective disciple. So these

references would serve as a warning for disciples – 1st century disciples and us –  to be on

guard; to be in the world, but not of the world.

Then there is the metaphor of salt seasoning speech to indicate speaking with

intelligence and consideration in Colossians: “Let your speech always be gracious,

seasoned with salt, so that you may know how you ought to answer everyone.”4

In teaching the disciples Jesus often used the Jewish custom of exaggeration. “If your

hand causes you to stumble, cut it off “ and “if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it
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off” and “if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out.” But, my friends, all of Jesus’s

colorful hyperboles must be taken with a grain of salt. Certainly the disciples needed to

continue to practice what Jesus had taught them. Surely he meant what he taught – that

they would indeed be better off entering into the next life maimed than to find themselves

whole where God is not. Jesus said that they – and we – must be salted with fire –

purified, yes, but also made more acceptable and more useful to God. The disciples – and

we – like good “back bacon – acquire taste and purpose by being cooked until crisp” – by

being salted with fire.”5  Bacon has been touted as the most flavorful food these days. I

have even seen recipes for bacon chocolate chip cookies – a perfect combination of

saltiness and sweetness. I doubt very much that those tempting treats would meet the

standards of the nutritionists at the hospital. But we must remember there needs to be a

balance of salt in our lives.

As the Bishop knocked on the Cathedral doors yesterday with his crozier that

appeared to be a real shepherd’s crook, he was symbolically asking permission to enter

into our lives as our shepherd, I thought of the sense of equilibrium in his life, of how he

is able to hold in delicate balance the via media that makes us Anglican. It is a true gift to

be able to stand with the conservative and the liberal among us, to be both a charismatic

evangelical and a traditionalist, to be catholic and very Anglican all at the same time.

May our Bishop lead us to accept one another in all our beautiful diversity. It is my

prayer that we too may find that balance of saltiness in our lives. May we also accept

with grace the need to be salted by fire from time to time.  Lord, may it be so. Amen.

                                                  
1 The Sower, September issue, p. 1 and The Sower, October issue, p. 4.
2  Matthew 5:13.
3  Luke 14:34-35.
4   Colossians 4:6.
5 Richard Giles, Mark My Word, p. 68. Years ago I met The Very Reverend Richard
Giles at the Philadelphia Cathedral in Pennsylvania in the states. He had been a parish
priest in England for 30 years before coming to be the Dean of the Cathedral. In 1994 he
spoke at a priests’ retreat in Norfolk, England. From his addresses there came this book.


