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R U Salty? 
They are “salt of the earth” people, John and Elaine. In the years after my parents retired to the 
family farm, John and Elaine bought the derelict, over-grown property on the west side of 
County Road 3350. They cleared the land, built a house, planted a multi-acre garden, and 
proved to be “good neighbors.” 

Elaine looked in on Mom and Dad, helped Mom with the house-chores that were becoming too 
hard. It was Elaine who helped my Mom bake cakes to celebrate family birthdays at 
Thanksgiving. We still remember those cakes—a showcase of family favorites. 

Elaine became a generous companion, keeping company with Mom in a remote place that 
otherwise might have been isolating and lonely.  

John became a watchful presence, keeping an eye on my parents and the property. I remember 
his help moving Dad from wheelchair to bed when Dad was in hospice care. 

John still keeps an eye on the property and often helps to arrange needed repairs. 

There exists in John and Elaine a generous spirit. They are connected to the land and to their 
neighbors, to their community and to their God. Salt of the earth. 
 

“You are the salt of the earth.” That’s what Jesus preaches. He’s talking with the disciples 
who’ve joined him and the crowds who follow him. These are people from all over Galilee and 
Judea and from the territories across the Jordan river. They are not the elite, but the “down-
trodden” and they flock to Jesus for healing and teaching, and—as oppressed people—for 
reminders of their identity as children of God. Jesus calls them “salt of the earth…”  

The crowds would’ve understood his meaning. In ancient Israel, there was a “covenant of salt” 
and this was region where the phrase, “there is salt between us” was coined. To “share salt” 
was to promise faithfulness.1 

The gathered crowd would’ve connected with the use of salt in temple sacrifice. They would’ve 
known salt as a flavoring agent, as a purifying agent, as a preservative, and as a symbol of 
wisdom. Matthew’s readers would’ve understood salt to be “enriching, preserving, and 
transforming.”2 
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Even the Roman soldiers would have grasped the importance. They were recipients of a salt 
allowance each time they received pay. This—salarium agentum—becoming the root word for 
“salary.”3 

In his work, The Cost of Discipleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer reminds us that Jesus is talking to the 
crowd in the present tense. “‘You are the salt’ Jesus does not say: ‘You must be the salt!’ It is 
not for the disciples to decide… for they have been made salt by the call they have received.”  4  

Like those ancient followers, we are called by Jesus. Like it or not, we were claimed in the 
waters of baptism. We “ARE” salt, the salt of the earth. And not only salt of the earth… Jesus 
also tells the crowd, “You are the light of the world.” This is the Spirit shining forth, enabling us 
to work good works while giving glory to God. 

Salt and Light are not goals for which we aim, they are gifts we possess when we follow Jesus; 
gifts to share with the world around us. 
 

Jean Vanier, founder of the L’Arche communities, once traveled to Lithuania as a retreat leader 
speaking to parents of people with disabilities. He remembers powerful testimony given by one 
of the mothers,  

“When my daughter was born, I was so wounded, it seemed to me that we had been 
cursed. I asked why this had happened to us.” She said that as her daughter grew up, 
they had to take public transportation, but the way people looked at her and at her 
daughter, with eyes of curiosity and rejection, made her want to kill herself. 
 
One day she went into a church and found there a group of people praying, singing, 
dancing. She saw very quickly that many of them had disabilities, and she joined the 
little group, a Faith Light community. She said, “From that moment, the curse became a 
benediction.”5  
 

Love and solidarity, salt and light, turned her curse into a blessing; the sort of blessings that 
Jesus lifts up at the beginning of his sermon. 

As he proclaims: you are the salt of the earth, the light of the world, Jesus is drawing his 
followers into the blessing of God, into the covenant community that loves God and loves 
neighbor. He is reminding them that they are a people gathered in love and called to care for 
the least of these. 

Jesus calls us to live a kingdom way of life—a way of life that the prophet Isaiah describes: to 
loose the bonds of injustice… to share your bread with the hungry… to tend to the poor ones 
and clothe the naked ones (Isa 58:6-10). 
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This is the work of the salt and light, sharing the love of God through the works of our hands to 
the glory of God Almighty! 
 

Into the questions and divisions and oppressions of first century Judea, Jesus preaches salt and 
light—and then he issues a warning. Don’t be timid, don’t lose sight of the one you follow: 
Salt that is made foolish (a literal translation) is good for nothing but paving. No one with any 
sense lights a lamp then hides it away. 

We cannot follow Christ on the down-low. As Joyce Meyer puts it, “On the job, in the grocery 
store, even among unsaved friends and family members, God's people are there to bring 
seasoning to an unsavory situation.”6 
 

Jesus cautions us to remember who we follow, who we serve, and who we give glory because 
we forget our allegiance to our peril. 

In Leonardo DaVinci’s masterpiece, The Last Supper, there is—in front of Judas Iscariot—an 
overturned salt cellar. This is the mark of one who has overturned the covenant of salt; the 
mark of one who has betrayed his master and friend. Alongside the salt, a small pouch—the 
silver that bought Judas—body and soul. 

As the voices of our world compete for our loyalty, we must keep our eyes on Jesus and on the 
kingdom living he proclaimed. We must keep our eyes on Jesus and mind our allegiance, 
particularly when the struggles of culture and faith strike us with fear, when we long to 
withdraw from the world to be sheltered from the conflicts that surrounds us until our light 
grows dim and our salt becomes tasteless. 
 

In his Letter from a Birmingham Jail, Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote about the early church—the 
church of Matthew’s day.  

There was a time when the church was very powerful—in the time when the early 
Christians rejoiced at being deemed worthy to suffer for what they believed. In those 
days the church was not merely a thermometer that recorded the ideas and principles 
of popular opinion; it was a thermostat that transformed the mores of society…  

He then exclaimed, 
I am thankful to God that some noble souls from the ranks of organized religion have 
broken loose from the paralyzing chains of conformity and joined us as active partners 
in the struggle for freedom. They have left their secure congregations and walked the 
streets of Albany, Georgia, with us. They have gone down the highways of the South on 
tortuous rides for freedom. Yes, they have gone to jail with us. Some have been 
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dismissed from their churches, have lost the support of their bishops and fellow 
ministers. But they have acted in the faith that right defeated is stronger than evil 
triumphant. Their witness has been the spiritual salt that has preserved the true 
meaning of the gospel in these troubled times. They have carved a tunnel of hope 
through the dark mountain of disappointment.7 
 

Love and solidarity, salt and light. 

Later on in his ministry, Jesus will tell his followers, “For those who want to save their life will 
lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it” (Matt 16:25).  

Friends as we seek to live our kingdom values, to express our allegiance to Jesus Christ, to obey 
the command to love God and neighbor may we gather the courage necessary to our calling as 
spiritual salt and godly light.  

Amen. 
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