Sermon A Epiphany V 2026_SCED
Matthew 5: 13-20

Today I will preach not on the “big picture” of the readings, but on one very short verse from the Gospel reading.  The setting: Jesus had gathered a crowd on a hillside.  This crowd would have been composed of people who were interested to hear Jesus speak, some followers and disciples, and some who were frankly suspicious of him, the scribes and Pharisees.  And they had not been disappointed, as the teaching of Jesus which precedes today’s words are the Beatitudes which formed part of our readings last week.  The words that we are concerned with today are however, “You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness, be restored?”

Firstly, if I asked you, I wonder how you would visualize salt.  Some of us might see it in a cardboard box or plastic bag or dispenser, the way we buy it in the supermarket; some of us may see in a saltshaker, the sort that is placed on the table at the time of a meal.  Some people might serve their salt in a little silver salver, with a tiny silver spoon, and will sprinkle it over food that way; some may imagine crystals of rock salt or sea salt or any of the range of gourmet salts available in a range of colours today, all destined for the salt mill.  We in Australia may also be aware of the large saltpans that form when inland seas such as lake Eyre in South Australia dry up when the rainy seasons come to an end. 

To visualize salt in a way that takes us into the mindset of the first century writer of Matthew, is to imagine a little heap of finely milled salt carefully spooned onto scales to be weighed and sold at a high price.  Salt was extremely precious in the biblical era, and every grain was weighed and valued. And this valuing of salt was part of a long history within Jewish culture.
· In the Old Testament, when a covenant was agreed between two parties, it was signed and sealed over a meal liberally sprinkled with salt.  
· God’s Covenant with the Jewish monarchy through King David, and his covenant with the Levitical priesthood, are actually referred to in the Old Testament as covenants of salt. This is because these covenants with God were seen as essential to the wellbeing of the children of Israel, and salt was seen as an essential food enhancing product.
· And because the covenant between God and the Hebrews underpinned the sacrificial rituals of the Temple, rabbis began to teach that all sacrifices whether or not stipulated in Leviticus to require salt, were to be sprinkled with it anyway; 
· Apparently as a remnant of that covenantal meaning of salt, in Arabic it is still a saying, “there is salt between us” which is akin to westerners saying, “we are blood brothers;”
·  In Jewish writing of OT times, the word “salt” was even used to describe the Torah, the first five books of the Old Testament because of the essential nature of the Torah to the children of Israel.  
· In the New Testament, salt was understood to have a beneficial influence on human relationships: This is reflected in Col 4: “Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt…” and in Mark 9 Jesus says, “Have salt in yourselves.”

In today’s Gospel reading Jesus says, “you are the salt of the earth,” and as far as we know Jesus said it first.  There is no earlier recording of this expression. This means that when we are trying to work out what Jesus meant, we must leave behind the meaning that has been built up in our culture over the centuries after Jesus, namely that the salt of the earth, are those good, honourable, down to earth, uncomplicated people who form the heart and soul of our nation and our value system.

When Jesus says, “you are the salt of the earth”  he wasn’t thinking of people like that.  He could have meant one of two different things, according to which group of people he was addressing: 
· He could have been addressing the disciples, and could have meant, that the disciples who now had the kingdom of God opened up to them had become essential in securing the spiritual well-being of Jerusalem.  Jesus could be saying that it is the disciples, the bearers of the gospel, who are the one who are “salty” or essential. Jesus perhaps said this to exhort his disciples not to lose their commitment; their “edge.”
· Or, Jesus may have been intending to be ironic by addressing his words to the scribes and pharisees, to rebuke them.  You see, Jesus could have been suggesting that the Jews, who had always been the salt of the earth, the chosen, had now lost some of their spiritual power that came from that covenant of salt that had earlier been made between them and God.  In speaking of “salt that has lost its saltiness” he was probably referring to the teaching of the Pharisees that had entered into the Jewish faith of his day which he saw caused it to be flawed by harshness, judgementalism and literalism.

What about the second part of Jesus’ statement?:
· If the saltiness has lost its taste, how can the saltiness be restored?

Again Jesus could be exhorting his disciples always to see that their spiritual connection or power is always maintained, so that they can be beneficial to those around them.
Or he could be reflecting again on the Jewish faith, offering an exhortation that the chosen people regain their “saltiness.”  (This would not be out of keeping with the idea that Jesus did not initially intend to begin a new church, but to bring reform to Judaism).  And this would have been an interesting subject within Matthew, our gospel writer’s own community which still saw itself as strongly linked with Judaism, as an extension of the chosen people rather than a completely new community or church. 

There’s a conundrum here too, however.  Unsalty salt is of course a contradiction in terms.  Saying that salt has lost its saltiness is a little like saying that water has lost its wetness.  Salt cannot not be salty in the same way that water cannot not be wet. This saying is a conundrum given by Jesus to encourage them and us to think deeply about the quality of our own “saltiness” in the faith.  

“Saltiness” or spiritual zest, is part and parcel of what it means to be a Christian. “Saltiness” is a mark of Christian identity of both individuals and faith communities.  If we have lost our saltiness we have lost our faith and trust in our relationship with Christ established in the new covenant.  It is not so much that we have lost our religious “enthusiasm,” but that we need to restore our awareness that as God’s people now, our saltiness, our identity in Christ, is still a very precious commodity when we weigh it in the scales.  Amen.
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