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All through history the availability of salt has been pivotal to civilization.  Humans have always tended to 

build communities either around the source of salt, or where they could trade for it.  Some of the earliest 

evidence of salt processing dates to around 8,000 years ago. 

 

Together with fire, salt was an important purifying agent in the ancient world.  In its pure form needed for 

cooking, salt was relatively rare and therefore precious.  It was used to pay Roman soldiers, from which we 

get the word ‘salary’, and it was quite literally worth its weight in gold.   

 

With that preciousness, sharing salt was a mark of profound commitment to one another.  That’s reflected in 

the OT, where salt is an essential ingredient in offerings made to God.1 

 

You shall not omit from your grain-offerings the salt of the covenant with your God; with all your 

offerings you shall offer salt (Leviticus 2:13, NRSV). 

 

Do you not know that the Lord God of Israel gave the kingship over Israel for ever to David and his 

sons by a covenant of salt?” (2 Chronicles 13:5, NRSV). 

 

Salt’s quality to preserve, made it an excellent symbol to represent the perpetual agreement and relationship 

between God and his people. 

 

Similarly, in other cultures, partaking of salt in a group seated around a table was an ancient symbol of 

unbreakable friendships and enduring alliances.  In the Arab world today, people still say, “There is salt 

between us.” 

 

The metaphor of salt in our passage from Mark’s Gospel, therefore reflects its importance and precious 

qualities to preserve and keep things pure and fresh; to add enhancing flavour to foods and cooking; and to 

be shared as an enduring sign of unity and peace.   

 

All of this helps us to unpack Jesus’s exhortation, “Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one 

another” (v.50).  

 

Having salt is perhaps encapsulated in having the same passion for the heart and will of God that Christ 

exemplified.  It is marked by a single-minded desire not to let anything undermine our relationship with 

God.  And it is marked by a steadfast pursuit to remain spiritually fresh and distinctive in Christ, in order to 

live out and share the vibrant flavour of Christ in all we are and do.  We have salt within in order to offer a 

counter message to the lostness, weariness and division of the world around us. 

 

What does it take for a human life truly to reflect the character of God?  How can we aspire to the life of 

goodness, truth and love that God calls us to?  The answer is that we must face up earnestly and continually 

to all that might jeopardise our every effort.  The stark expressions Jesus uses referring to physical 

amputations and mutilation to avoid stumbling in sin, are not to be taken literally.  But their shock and force 

are still intended to offer an urgent reminder that we must be willing to do to death any aspects of our selves 

that fail to enhance the image of God within us and that make us less salty.  

 

Mark, as we have seen, was writing for a young church in Rome, a city at the heart of what was in large part 

a corrupt ancient world.  The writer and poet, Juvenal, likened Rome to a filthy sewer, where purity was 

absent and chastity unknown.2  The vehemence of Jesus’s words would have been a ready warning for 

Mark’s readers.  For Christians living in such a rotten world while seeking to uphold and witness powerfully 

to the gospel of Christ, there was every need to guard against being tempted in any way to indulge in any of 

the wayward practices of the day. 

                                                           
1 http://www.biblestudy.org/question/covenant-of-salt.html; 25 September 2015. 
2 William Barclay Daily Bible Readings: The Gospel of Mark (1954), p.243. 

http://www.biblestudy.org/question/covenant-of-salt.html


2 
 

 

In our own day, in the consuming interest of gain, we seem to be surrounded by an ethos of, “Just do it.  No 

one will find out.”  Politicians’ expense claims, unscrupulous behaviour by bankers and most recently 

Volkswagen’s introduction of software to distort emission readings in up to 11 million of its diesel cars in 

the USA if not elsewhere, are all examples.  It can be so easy to get sucked into that ethos even in little ways 

in what we do or say.  My father recently received a Blue Badge for his car.  When I’m out on my own in 

the car, the temptation to misuse the badge can be considerable, if I’m in a hurry and can’t find a parking 

space in the city, but I must always guard the trust that’s been placed in me not to do that. 

 

Other temptations lie in the passages we’ve read.  We have the example in the passage from Numbers of the 

unhelpful attitude of taking on a negative and grumbling spirit, as the people of Israel and others with them 

had while wandering in the desert.  They look back longingly to the good things they remember eating in 

Egypt - so much more exciting than manna each day.  Moses then feels the full brunt of all their complaints.  

Resentment or revelling in feeling sorry for ourselves when stressed and tired, can lead to troubled 

relationships with others and with God.  It can lead to a loss of our saltiness as we become preoccupied with 

ourselves and lose sight of the bigger picture.   

 

In our passage in Mark, there is further the temptation of the critical, exclusive attitude of John towards the 

person casting out demons in Jesus’ name but who is not one of the disciple group.  It’s such a common 

temptation across the Church at large to criticise and dismiss those around us and in other churches and 

denominations who think and worship differently to us.   

 

Such division of course fails to live up to Christ’s command for us to love one another.  But it seems that 

sometimes our zeal for God can make us a stumbling block, when we take matters into our own hands.  Our 

words and actions are no longer flavoured with the humility and compassion and tolerance that Christ 

exemplifies in his response to John.  As one writer comments on toleration:  

 

“Toleration means reverence for all the possibilities of truth, it means acknowledgement that she 

dwells in divers mansions, and wears vesture of many colours, and speaks in strange tongues.  It 

means frank respect for freedom of indwelling conscience against mechanic forms, official 

conventions, social force.  It means the charity that is greater than faith and hope.”3 

 

There is room for respect and openness and understanding amongst us, while still holding onto our 

distinctiveness, when that distinctiveness is grounded in compassion and tolerance and full acceptance that 

there may be truth beyond the truth that we ourselves see.   

 

And this holds true as we interact with those from other faith groups as well.  Conversations with those from 

other faiths are only meaningful and productive when we each come humbly secure in our distinctive 

outlook and beliefs.  In that place, respect can grow and fascinating fresh and common insights can be 

found.  There is deepening appreciation and understanding, a coming together in action, and that can speak 

volumes to the watching world.   

 

We each have a personal response to make in reviewing our lives and rooting out anything that is coming 

between us and an honest, intimate relationship with God.  The stark wording in the passage teaches “that it 

is worth any sacrifice and any discipline and any self-denial” 4 to remain faithful to the heart and will of 

God, for only in that communion is there deep and lasting life and peace.  The closer we are to God, the 

more sensitive we are to anything that is getting in the way.  The closer we are to God, the more salty we 

become. 

 

It may be that there are times when we experience a terrible dryness in our spiritual life and feel we have 

lost our saltiness.  We have no desire to pray, we no longer experience God's presence, and we may even 

                                                           
3 John Morley quoted in Barclay, p. 233. 
4 Barclay, p.240. 
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doubt all that we ever believed about God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit.  But as Henri Nouwen writes:  “Then 

it is important to realise that most of these feelings and thoughts are just feelings and thoughts, and that the 

Spirit of God dwells beyond our feelings and thoughts.”  They are not the reality that we are still deeply 

cherished by God.  By holding onto our spiritual discipline, such times may be a journey “into a new 

intimacy with God.” 5 

 

Jesus is our supreme example of what an obedient human life looks like.  His intention is to enable us to 

walk with him.  He will resist in us every tendency and habit, every action and attitude that twists our souls 

and distorts the image of the Father in us.  He determines to make us salty and to renew in us the flavours of 

God.6  Remaining salty and avoiding spiritual staleness is found in spending time in Scripture and in prayer, 

on our own and with others.  “When we spend time in a place of stillness reflecting on God’s Word, 

"chewing" on it, eating it as food for the soul, we come to know more of God’s everlasting love.”7  In that 

place we absorb the flavours of God and are able to spread that out to be a blessing to those we are with 

wherever we are, wherever we go.   

                                                           
5 Henri Nouwen, Bread for the Journey – Daily Meditations. 
6 Gerard Kelly Encounter with God, Oct-Dec 2010, p.72. 
7 Nouwen - Daily Meditations. 


