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One of the reasons we moved to Wisconsin from Ohio in 2013 was to be closer to 

my husband’s parents in Milwaukee. It was a timely move because his mother died a 

year later and his father two years after that. My mother-in-law, who I loved dearly, 

suffered from severe back and neck trouble, and was always in pain. Then she 

developed lung cancer which required the removal of part of a lung. Not once, though, 

did I ever hear her complain about her health.  

In 2012 she had surgery to clear out her carotid arteries. After that the sentence 

came down from her doctor: No more salt. Not a low-salt diet, a no-salt diet. None. Now 

this she complained about. It was no fun eating anymore, she said. Food was tasteless 

without salt. She was miserable but stuck to it because she figured her doctor knew 

best. Then in the spring of 2014 she started to weaken. We kept begging her to see her 

doctor, and when she finally did, in early July, it turned out that lung cancer had 

metastasized and was everywhere. Two weeks later she was gone.  

In the aftermath I reflected on the sad irony that salt had nothing to do with her 

death. Without the cruel salt ban, at least she could have spent those last two years 

enjoying food.  
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Salt is an indispensable substance in life. Not only do we need to season and 

preserve food, it is indispensable for life in general. In humans, sodium is essential for 

nerve and muscle function and is involved in the regulation of fluids in the body. In 

animals, salt maintains a proper balance of minerals, promotes digestion, and just 

generally keeps them healthy.  

In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus is in the midst of giving his Sermon on the Mount 

to his disciples. Since we become disciples in our baptism, he is also talking to us.  He is 

telling us that we are the salt of the earth. What does that mean? It’s clearly something 

more than the way the phrase is used today; when you say someone is the “salt of the 

earth,” you mean they are good and honest. Jesus goes on to say, “You are the light of 

the world.” This is a little more obvious: “Let your light shine.” But salt? What is he 

talking about?  

As I was thinking about this, a book suddenly came to mind: Salt, Fat, Acid, Heat, 

which my son Martin gave me for Christmas. This book is his Bible, after the real Bible, 

that is. You can find it on the cookbook shelves at Barnes & Noble, but it’s much more 

than a cookbook. It’s a way of life. For Martin it opened up an entirely new way of 

thinking about food, cooking and eating. The author delves into on the very nature of 

these substances, not just their use and effect in cooking. We get to know salt, fat, acid, 

and heat as fast friends in our culinary pilgrimage on earth. Here are a few of her 

insights about salt:  
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• Salt unlocks aromatic compounds in food, especially if you sprinkle it on a 
few minutes before serving, as with tomatoes.  
 

• Salt reduces the perception of bitterness, with the secondary effect of 
emphasizing other flavors that are present in bitter dishes. 
 

• Salt is the most powerful flavor enhancer and modifier known to 
humankind. Without salt, unpleasant tastes are more pronounced and 
pleasant ones hidden. 
 

• Salt is a great diffuser. When a piece of meat is salted well ahead of time—
she says your meat should be salted a full day before you cook it—the 
grains dissolve and move inward to create a chemical balance throughout 
a piece of meat. In cooking, the salt and allows the protein strands to 
retain water so that the meat ends up being juicier. This is theory behind 
brining, of course.  
 

We are salt. We are salt of the earth. But still you may be wondering, what does 

all this have to do with me? Well, consider that: 

• As salt, you unlock aromatic compounds in other people. Your authenticity 
encourages them to live authentically as who they really are.  
 

• As salt, your energy, joy, and bright spirit reduces the impact of the 
bitterness and negativity around you. Martin Luther equated faith with 
joy, saying that “When joy is missing, we conclude that faith is lacking, 
while in the presence of joy we see the power of faith.” Your joy 
overwhelms the bitterness around you and reduces the effect of that 
negativity, so that other positive voices are able to emerge. 
 

• As salt, you enhance, support, and lift up the flavors, or forces, of good in 
the world, and tamp down the forces of unpleasantness.  
 

• As salt, you are the great diffuser of strife. You are the great conciliator. 
You bring things into balance around you. In Isaiah’s words at the end of 
our first reading: “Your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt; you shall raise up the 
foundations of many generations; you shall be called the repairer of the 
breach, the restorer of streets to live in.”   
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But then Jesus throws this curve ball: If salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness 

be restored?  

He was probably referring to an ancient Jewish teaching, a kind of puzzle, which 

asks: “Can the saltiness of salt be removed?” The rabbi’s answer is: “Only when mixed 

with the afterbirth of a mule.”  

Farmers and FFA students, you know what this means. Mules are hybrid animals 

and do not procreate. As the offspring of a male donkey and a female horse, mules have 

63 chromosomes, a mixture of the horse's 64 and the donkey's 62. The different 

structure and number usually prevents the chromosomes from pairing up properly and 

creating successful embryos, making most mules infertile. So the answer to the rabbi’s 

riddle is: The one thing that can remove saltiness doesn’t exist.  

Chemistry helps us understand this, too. Salt cannot never loses its saltiness 

because sodium chloride is one of the most stable substances on earth. Sodium and 

chlorine share an electron, so the chemical bond is very tight. In fact, the union between 

these two chemical elements, sodium and chlorine, has been described as a happily 

married couple that just loves to be married, not matter what hits the fan. Salt cannot 

lose its properties, because when they are joined nothing can break these two up.  

I think Jesus is telling us that we must not conceal, or hide, our natural saltiness. 

Here the image of light is helpful, in that a lamp (think kerosene; not one with an on-off 

switch) can be hidden under a bushel basket, but the light is still there. Why would you 
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cover up light? Why would you conceal saltiness? God made you the way you are as salt 

and light. You have to work to hide these. If you do, you are basically denying what God 

created. It’s as if you tried to paint green trees purple. Or a cow purple. God made you 

the beautiful, unique, wonderful, amazing person that you are with a specific purpose in 

mind. To conceal your built-in properties, those that make you salt, goes against God’s 

plan for you. This translates into stress, and we all know what stress can do to our well-

being. It is not healthy to contradict the fullness of the way God made you.  

Let’s mix up our metaphors. If you feel that your light is generally hidden under a 

bushel basket, then remove the salt ban. Go into the world and be the marvelous salty 

person that you are. Do justice: When you see people being treated badly, speak out. 

Love kindness: When you see human suffering, go out of your way to be kind. Walk 

humbly with God: Don’t boast. Admit when you’re wrong, don’t beat yourself up about 

it, and see yourself just as God sees you—no more, or less, deserving of God’s love than 

the next person. As salt and light, you will then be well equipped as servants who can 

season up and shine on a world that is desperately in need of the mercy of God and the 

hope of the living Christ.   

Amen.  


