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I was reflecting this week on the small ways that the thousands of food choices 
available to us in grocery and specialty stores, and on-line, can make our lives 
more complicated if we choose to let them.  What I was specifically thinking about 
was salt, something that used to be one of the least complicated things in the 
kitchen.  When I was growing up, you generally bought iodized salt in the little 
round cardboard box with the metal pour spout, and that same box would be on 
your shelf until the millennium.  Periodically, you refilled your salt shaker from the 
cardboard box.  And when cooking, or at the table, you had two choices.  Sprinkle 
it on, or don’t.  

Modern tastes changed dramatically while I really wasn’t paying attention.  I offer 
as evidence the following inventory I took in our kitchen this week.  The list might 
not be complete, because I really didn’t feel like getting a chair out so I could see 
on the really high shelves.  Of course, we have our little round box of iodized salt, 
and a standard salt shaker that sits next to the stove.  Next to the stove we also 
have kosher salt in a ceramic “salt cellar.”  Next to that, we also have chunks of 
sea salt in a grinder.  On the shelf over the stove we have a box of sea salt 
described as “pure flaky crystals.”  The advantage of pure flaky crystals is that the 
flakes dissolve quickly and don’t leave chunks of sea salt in your baked potato. 

Those are all your garden-variety salty salts.  But if we’re interested in having our 
salt multi-task, we also have onion salt, celery salt, garlic salt, garlic and pepper 
seasoning salt, and something called simply “seasoned salt.”  We have a can of 
Asian-style spiced sea salt.  Rounding out the list is a jar of gourmet “oak-soaked 
Chardonnay sea salt” that I think we got as a gift.  I’ve never used that one for the 
simple reason that I have never had the thought that what I was eating would be 
better if I could just make it taste like oak-soaked Chardonnay. 

So, salt in a variety of forms and flavors, has become not only the must-have 
cooking ingredient, but the “in” designer gift of the new millennium.  But maybe this 
shouldn’t surprise us.  Perhaps what is happening is merely a restoration of salt to 
the essential place it has had in history.  Salt is truly one of the foundations of 
human progress.  The sodium in salt, in the right quantities, is essential to life.  It 
makes most things taste better.  And it has always been sought after because of 
its ability to preserve food.   
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In Roman times, salt was such a valued commodity that its price was controlled by 
the government to make sure that even the poorest citizens could afford it.  You 
may have heard that our word “salary” came from the Roman practice of paying its 
soldiers in salt.  That may not be true.  However, the connection could be that the 
Latin word salarium meant the payment of money the soldiers received so they 
could buy their salt.  You’ve heard the phrase, “All roads lead to Rome.”  Part of 
the impetus behind the extensive system of roads built by the Romans was the 
need for unimpeded transportation routes between Rome and its sources of salt. 

The special importance of salt is also reflected in our language.  If we are told 
something we’re not sure we believe, we say we “take it with a grain of salt.”  The 
reference there is simply that salt makes food easier to swallow by making it taste 
better, and a questionable story may also require a grain of salt if we are expected 
to swallow it.  People who are valuable in a particular role are “worth their salt.”  
And, of course, the very best people we know are “the salt of the earth.”  This well-
known saying comes from the discourse we read from Matthew today.   

Understanding the importance of salt makes it relatively easy to see what Jesus is 
getting at when he tells the assembled people that “they are the salt of the earth.”  
Salt was so basic to life in those days that it was an image that most of the people 
at that time would understand immediately, as evidenced by the fact that Jesus 
doesn’t give any more explanation. 

At its most basic he could have meant simply that they are each something of 
great value in the world.  But if that were all he meant, his point might have been 
better made by saying something like, “you are gold.”  So I think we can stretch 
the metaphor a little without putting words into Jesus mouth.  “Being salt” also 
means that we can add seasoning to life; making things around us better.  We are 
“being salt” when we work to preserve what is good in society, to prevent all kinds 
of spiritual and moral decay, and to save what is good and just. 

Jesus also said “you are the light of the world.”  And we too understand what that 
means, without any extra background or explanation.  We could spend a good 
deal of time exploring the richness of Jesus’ metaphors here, but today I want to 
make a different point.   

Jesus said, “you are the salt of the earth, and the light of the world.”  But do you 
notice what Jesus didn’t say?  He did not say, “you should be salt and light, and I 
am going to tell you how.”  Jesus did not encourage the people to work hard to 
become salt and light.  Jesus made a simple declaration of what is.  You already 
are salt.  You already are light.  It might not seem unusual to you at first, but ask 
yourself if you can remember another time when Jesus did that. 

Jesus said we were, or could be, all sorts of things in conditional statements.  
Think back to the Beatitudes, which we read last week.  Jesus didn’t just call 
everyone blessed.  If you are poor, or you are mourning, you are blessed.  Jesus 
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didn’t just say we are his friends.  In the gospel of John, he said this: “You are my 
friends if you do what I command.” (John 15:14)   Jesus called the Pharisees a 
brood of vipers because of the way they acted, not because they actually were 
snakes.  

Jesus told us all sorts of things we could be and all sorts of things we should not 
be.  He told many people what they were acting like.  He characterized people’s 
behavior in many different situations.  But I can only think of these few times that 
he characterized our essential nature.  We are all God’s children.  We are the salt 
of the earth.  We are the light of the world. 

So today Jesus is not describing something he wants us to aspire to become.  He 
is telling us what we are.  He is explaining the implicit nature of creatures made in 
the image of God.  It’s what God created us to be from the moment when he first 
loved us into existence.  God’s children.  Salt.  Light.   It’s what we were born to – 
our birthright.  And the best thing is that the only work we need to do to claim our 
inheritance is to accept the awesome and wonderful truth of it. 

But that can be the hard part, of course – claiming and affirming our true identities.  
Jesus knows that there will be people for whom this is difficult – people who 
cannot imagine themselves as that important and special in the scheme of life.  
That’s what Jesus means when he warns us about becoming salt that has lost its 
flavor.  I used to have a problem with that part of Jesus’ metaphor.  After all, in the 
real world, salt is always salt.  No one has ever gone to the cupboard, pulled out 
that box of salt that has been there for ten years, and found that it no longer tastes 
like salt.   

But I don’t think we should get too hung up on that.  Just as we understand 
implicitly what it means when Jesus says we are the salt of the world, we 
understand implicitly that if salt did lose the properties that make it salt, it would 
become just another rock, good for almost nothing.  In the same way, we 
understand the absurdity of turning on a light and putting a big coffee can over it – 
Jesus himself says no sensible person would do it.  But we know that if we did, in 
our homes or in our lives, the result would be that we and those around would 
stand in darkness. 

Today’s reading from Matthew gets right to the core of our shared mission: to bring 
light to others; to be salt for the world.  The purpose of our life together is to bring 
out the flavor, the color, and the appeal of life – the godliness of creation. 
Sometimes our saltiness will enrich the good that is always present. Sometimes it 
will enable the preservation of the good that might otherwise be lost.  Our light is 
illumination, and warmth, and welcome.  Christ empowers us to do what God 
created us for – to make a difference in the world: giving hope where there is no 
hope; forgiving where there is sin; embracing where there is loneliness and 
despair; practicing tolerance where there is prejudice; reconciling where there is 
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conflict; bringing justice where there is wrong; providing food where there is 
hunger; giving comfort where there is distress or disease. 

Today’s verses from Matthew are a lesson with a difference.  Today, Jesus is not 
calling us to become something we are not.  Jesus is inviting us to glorify God by 
living into the challenge of what we already are.  You are the salt of the earth.  You 
are the light of the world.  Imagine that.  Just imagine that. 

 


