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“Salty People”

• A very new experience for me as I have settled into living here in 
Barrington is the idea of a water softener
• In Arkansas, the tap water was good enough that you did not need a 

Brita or other filters
• And you did not need a softener system
• Imagine my surprise when I discovered that I had to buy 40 pounds of 

salt  almost every month1

• Carry it down the stairs, and pour it into this large bin in the basement 
utility area

• All very new to me, but I get it now
• I ran out of salt once last fall and noticed a distinct difference in the 

shower and in the laundry
• It’s amazing the difference that a little salt can make
• Add that to what we already know: 
• Salt can preserve food, and thus preserve life for the people eating it
• Salt can flavor food, bringing out the natural flavors already there
• In ancient times, salt was even rubbed on newborn children, used to 

seal covenants, and sprinkled on sacrifices
• It was even understood as a metaphor for wisdom2

• There is no surprise that that it is a key component to Jesus’ sermon, 
something everyone gathered would understand

• Right up there with light itself
• This morning, we are continuing our reading the Gospel of Matthew’s 

version of the sermon on the mount
• This is part two so to speak, following the Beatitudes 

 http://blog.watertech.com/what-type-of-salt-should-i-use-with-my-water-softener/1

 Ronald Allen, The Lectionary Commentary: The Gospels, quoted by Kathryn Matthews Huey, 2
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• Mathew is writing to Jewish converts to the faith, and he speaks to 
issues faced by the ancient Jewish people

• In Mathew, Jesus is concerned with the heart of the law , with what it 3

means to be God’s people
• It is not an easy answer for the Israelites at this time
• They fervently believed God liberated them from Egypt to be God’s 

people
• To be a light to enlighten the nations, to bless everyone around them
• Yet they are once again governed and oppressed by a foreign nation
• The question is an existential one for them: How do we live faithfully and 

remain obedient to God in a changed world?4

• Circulating at the time were many attempts at answering that 
fundamental question5

• There were the Zealots, who had decided to resort to violence to 
restore and liberate Israel

• The Sadducees believed that the temple was the most important thing 
in being God’s people
• And even cooperated with Rome to make sure the temple was safe 

and open for sacrifices
• The Pharisees turned to religious law, believing that by fervently 

keeping the law God would be pleased
• And in Matthew, Jesus preaches the sermon on the mount joining that 

conversation
• Jesus compares being the people of God to being light and salt
• Both of these found in the every day lives of the people listening to 

Jesus here, and us too
• Here’s a little trivia for you: salt technically cannot lose its saltiness

• Sodium Chloride cannot stop being what it is
• However, Salt can become ritually unclean and then thrown out6

 http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2014/02/the-heart-of-law-and-light-of-world.html3

 Barbara Brown Taylor, Exceeding Rightousness, quoted by Kathryn Matthews Huey, http://4

www.ucc.org/worship/samuel/february-9-2014.html

 Van Driel, Feasting on the Word (Year A, Vol. 1), quoted by Kathryn Huey in http://5

www.ucc.org/worship/samuel/february-9-2014.html

 http://montreal.anglican.org/comments/apr05m.shtml6
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• And salt deposits around the dead sea, after heavy rain, still look like 
salt but are not.  7

• So they knew what he was saying
• Both of these- salt and light- are loaded with religious significance
• Light was the first thing God created, and has been used throughout the 

Hebrew scripture as a metaphor for God’s work through Israel
• It is necessary for life itself: for warmth, for plants to grow, and for 

everyone to eat
• I think Jesus was saying that being the people of God, for then and for 

now, should be foundational in who we are, what we do
• Basic to life itself.
• At the core of all of our decisions, all of our viewpoints, each of our 

actions should be our faith, and our membership in God’s Kingdom on 
earth

• Then there is salt: life sustaining, life enhancing, and unmistakable
• As Douglas Hare put it, I hear Jesus saying that “we must add zest to 

the entire world” 8
• Or in our case here in Barrington, to make the water usable
• And it must be central, foundational to who we are as God’s people 
• Being God’s people is not about the circumstance in which you find 

yourself, be it under Roman occupation
• Or in the year 2017

• Being God’s people is what you do in it, and how you change it for the 
better

• The thing about salt, light, is that they are only important and useful when 
they enhance other things
• Think about it: what good would light be in the void of space, or on a 

world without life?
• The Rev. Scott Trotter, the Episcopal priest in Blytheville, AR, describes 

it from a photographer’s point of view
• He says that as a photographer, he obsesses with light.  
• But only because of what it illumines.  
• And salt- does not taste too great by itself, but combined with foods 

preserves and enhances flavor

 http://montreal.anglican.org/comments/apr05m.shtml7

 Douglas R. A. Hare, Matthew, Interpretation, quoted by Kathryn Matthews Huey, http://8
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• Yes, God’s laws are important, as these faithful Jews listening to Jesus 
already know

• What the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Zealots all taught
• But what is also of great importance is how our law following life 

improves the life of those around us
• Jesus illustrates this personally: when someone needed healing on the 

Sabbath, Jesus did it
• If we ignore the needs of others in our pursuit of faith, we have missed 

the point
• If we are not enhancing the world around us, then we are like salt that 

does not taste, and light that cannot be seen
• This is not a new concept, rather Jesus is reminding them of what they 

already know
• Isaiah wrote about our heart’s intent and our responsibility to our 

neighbor many years before Jesus
• Isaiah writes that the  people are fasting, they are humbling themselves, 

yet God does not seem to notice- why?
• God speaks through the prophet, and tells Israel
• They are doing it wrong- they are fasting the wrong way
• God wants a different kind of sacrifice- a much harder one, I think
• One that loosens the bonds of injustice and slavery
• Feeds the hungry, give clothes to the naked
• Tends to the homeless
• And then God says do not hide yourselves from your own kin
• Your own kin- that’s how God describes these people in need, not just 

as neighbors, but as family
• No more “us and them”

• It is then that God will hear and answer, and break forth like the light in 
the dawn

• And the faithful will be called repairers of the breach
• Now as if that’s not hard enough, the even harder work is determining 

how, when, and to what extent we do these good things
• For most Christians, when we hear Isaiah giving us God’s words about 

fasting properly, and about repairing the breach
• And we long to be that

• And when we hear Jesus preach his sermon on the mount
• And we want to make the world better 
• We want to be salt and light
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• But the challenge comes in how we put this into practice
• Policies, implementations, good uses of resources- individually, 

communally and nationally 
• This is how the rubber meets the road
• And I am keenly aware that among us here, and certainly to a greater 

extent across this nation
• There are differences of opinion on how we should go about doing 

these great things, of putting our faith into action
• I Particularly in response to the political climate and activity today
• And even in response to our bishop’s letter this week9

• I shared with the vestry this week that it is my belief that thoughtful, 
intelligent, faithful, good people will come to differing opinions about the 
issues of our day
• About how faith intersects with society
• And that’s ok
• We are a church that can handle diversity because no one gets it all 

right, no one has all the right answers
• We are all just working for the kingdom in the best way we can
• And what better place than within a faith community to work out the 

hard practical implications of our faith in action
• I am reminded of a quote from George Washington’s farewell address
• Which of course I heard first from the soundtrack of the musical 

Hamilton… (“One Last Time”)
• In Washington’s farewell address, he says towards the end: 

“Though, in reviewing the incidents of my administration, I am 
unconscious of intentional error, I am nevertheless too sensible of 
my defects not to think it probable that I may have committed many 
errors. Whatever they may be, I fervently beseech the Almighty to 
avert or mitigate the evils to which they may tend.”  10

• Not only did that work great for our nation’s first administration, but it will 
work well for a life of faith too

• That both unconscious of intentional error, yet humble enough to know 
our own defects and failures to live up to the standard of Christ

• But I want to leave you with this today

 http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/ens/2017/01/30/chicago-bishop-jeff-lee-the-beatitudes-and-9

the-refugee-ban/

 http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/washing.asp10
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• No matter where you stand on the particular issues that face us today
• No matter how you answer Isaiah’s call to proper fast
• No matter how you decide in your life how best to be salt and light
• It is essential that we try- that we work at it.
• That we bring our whole selves to the task, and each day seek to do it 

even more
• Our God deserves nothing
• And because all of us have a long way to go to live up to what God asks 

of us
• We should constantly be fighting the good fight within ourselves to go a 

little further, to move a little closer to the example Jesus gave us
• To each and every day hear Jesus’ call to be even saltier people than 

before.

Amen.
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