
SALTY CHRISTIANS
James 5:13-20 David B. Keller
Mark 9:38-50 September 27, 2015
TEXT: Mark 9:50 “Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, how can you season it?  Have slat in
yourselves, and be at peace with each other.”  
PURPOSE: To encourage us to be the mutually supportive and faithfully covenanted community Jesus
created us to be.  
______________________________________________________________________________

At least twenty-five years ago, the congregation I was serving at the time gathered
for a rare weekday evening worship service.  Most of our evening gatherings in that church
were business meetings.  Also odd that evening was the presence of a stately wingback
chair positioned in the front of the sanctuary, alongside the communion table.  After an
explanation of the reason for our gathering, we sang a hymn, heard some scripture, and
prayed a prayer of confession.  Since we were using a service from the United Church of
Christ Book of Worship, I’m pretty sure this is the confession we offered:  

“Eternal God, in whom we live and move and have our being, 
whose face is hidden from us by our sins, 
and whose mercy we forget in the hardness of our hearts, 
cleanse us, we pray, from all our offenses, 
and deliver us from proud thoughts and vain desires, 
that with lowliness and meekness we may draw near to you, 
trusting in your grace, and find in you our refuge and strength, 
through Jesus Christ our Savior, Amen.”  

After this, Norma came up and sat in the chair.  Norma was a beloved and very
active member of that church, one of its founders.  She had been diagnosed with a very
dangerous cancer.  If I recall correctly, she was scheduled for surgery by the end of that
week.  The service was a service of healing focused on her.  With another blessing prayer,
I anointed her with oil, the first time I did that in my ministry.  Then, the whole
congregation came up and surrounded her, laying all our hands on her as best we could, as
I prayed, 

“We lay our hands on you in the name of Jesus, 
calling upon Christ to uphold you and fill you with grace, 
that you may know the healing power of God’s love.” 1  

There was no miraculous healing arising from that event.  Norma still had to have her
surgery, and two miserable rounds of chemotherapy, and a few years later, she died.  But
throughout the course of her illness, this palpable experience of her community’s intimate
connection with her situation strengthened her.  And perhaps just as important, her
community was more able to live out the faith dimension of our love and support for her.  

In the concluding instructions to the congregation he was addressing, James wrote,
“Are any sick?  They should call for the elders of the church and have them pray over

1Book of Worship, the United Church of Christ, 1986; Healing for Congregational Use, p. 306ff. 
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them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord.”  There’s a direct instruction from
scripture if ever I read one.  I don’t know if the folk in Norma’s church knew they were
following biblical instruction, but I do know that our service for Norma had a lasting
spiritual impact.  

There are lots of instructions in today’s scripture passages.  James wrote that  we
should pray when we suffer and sing when we’re happy.  Those instructions are pretty easy
to follow. So is the expectation that we pray for each other.  But James also wants us to
confess our sins to each other, and to bring back those who wander from the truth.  I
suspect most Christians would find those instructions a bit more challenging to follow.   

In the passage from Mark’s gospel, Jesus advised his followers to appreciate any
good that anyone does, not just those who belong to his club.  That passage about the “cup
of water” isn’t about us giving water; it’s about the reward that anyone receives who gives
us a cup of water just because we are affiliated with Jesus.  Next, using some very
disturbing and graphic language, he told his followers to rid ourselves of anything that
would cause us to stumble.  I hope he didn’t literally mean to cut off our hand or tear out
our eye.  At the end of today’s gospel text, there is this intriguing instruction:  “Have salt
in yourselves, and be at peace with each other.”  For people on a low-salt diet, this is a
fairly troublesome image.  Maybe it’s a bit more palatable, if you’ll excuse the pun, if we
can understand ‘having salt’ to mean keeping the zest in our faith.  In fact, in first century
Jewish culture ‘having salt’ meant something which wouldn’t obviously connect with what
salt symbolizes to us.  Here’s a quote from a commentary I read about this: “‘Have salt’ is
parallel [in the passage] to ‘be at peace.’  In the Old Testament, salt is a symbol of the
covenant.  (Lev. 2:13, Num. 18:19)  The background of this idea probably lies in the
sharing of salt in a meal.  To share salt with someone is to share fellowship with him, to be
in covenant with him.”2  What I see here is that the instructions to have salt in ourselves,
and to be at peace with each other, gathers all the other instructions into a call for the
church to cultivate deep, durable bonds of covenant community. For the members of a
community of faith to be truly at peace with each other requires that we forthrightly deal
with anything that might get in the way of totally intact and trustworthy relationships.  

Think for just a moment of the many ways that our relationships can be disturbed,
distressed, or downright disconnected.  Something as small as a thoughtless word can do
great harm.  Something as large as what Jesus called 
“putting a stumbling block before one of these little ones” can do deep and lasting damage.
For James, all this comes under the heading of sin, which is why he was so insistent on
members of the community confessing our sins to each other, and praying for each other,

2Myers, Ched, quoting H. Fledderman, in Binding the Strong Man; Orbis, Maryknoll, 1990; p. 264



so that we might be healed.  Staying salty requires us to attend to the quality of our
relationships, which includes acknowledging and seeking forgiveness for any harm we
might have done, even unintentionally.  

James gave this instruction: “Confess your sins to one another, and pray for one
another, so that you may be healed.”  And Jesus said, “Have salt in yourselves, and be at
peace with each other.”  I wonder what it would be like to belong to a community of faith
which consciously worked on following these instructions.  The point is not to wallow in
our sins, nor to point accusing fingers at others.  The point is to be freed from the burdens
of our sins, to be truly reconciled with each other, so that we can be, as a community,
evidence of God’s ability to liberate all humanity and indeed, all creation, from its bondage
to decay.  

Our world has broken covenant with its creator and with itself.  Every day, unless
we’ve stopped paying attention, which is a tempting option, there is news describing the
destructive capacity of humanity divided amongst itself, arrogantly exploitative of the
earth, and dismissive of God’s desires for us.  What James and Jesus affirm is that, if we
mean to offer our world a clear alternative to its ugliness, we must, as Christ’s Church,
work from the inside out, starting with nourishing peace in ourselves, and being genuinely
at peace with each other.  
That takes work, and often, it is work we would rather not do, because we worry that
bringing up the whatever the conflict is about risks losing whatever relationship we have
with the party with whom we are in conflict, or blowing up to a degree that becomes
destructive.  Better, we think, to bury the conflict that to have the situation go nuclear.  

This congregation, like many others, has conflicts simmering beneath the surface of
our life together.  Many of us have good reasons, based on painful past experiences, to
want to avoid addressing the conflict.  It is easy to hope that, if we don’t acknowledge our
conflicted relationships, we can move on, unaffected by the consequences of our
unresolved conflicts.  Easy, yes. Dangerous?  You’d better believe it.  What happens when
we don’t deal with our distressed relationships is that we do more talking about each other,
and less talking with each other.  Little things pile up until almost everything that the
person whose behavior troubles us serves as yet one more reason to be upset with that
person.  Speaking in our defense, most organizations, including churches, don’t have
clearly understood and trusted strategies for resolving conflicts.  Our church, like many
churches, has a behavioral covenant.  We call ours “Our Covenant of Grace.”  That
excellent document does a great job of describing the character of our relationships that we
want, but it gives little guidance as to how to achieve what it describes.  What actually
happens if we don’t pursue a path to genuine reconciliation is that being together as a
church becomes less nourishing and more upsetting.  We feel less appreciated, and we
become more likely to unwittingly contribute to an increasingly toxic relational



environment.  And, one more consequence: people looking for a spiritual home have a
heightened ability to sense a spirit of disharmony in a group of people.  If they do, they
will not hang around to experience whatever good stuff is happening.  

I find it helpful that the teachings we heard this morning from James and Jesus
strongly suggest that Christian congregations way back then apparently were experiencing
some kind of distress and disruption in their relationships.  James wouldn’t have given the
instructions he gave, and Jesus would not have so graphically described how to be rid of
sin if their audience wasn’t struggling with how to handle disrupted relationships.  What
congregations today are experiencing is not all that different from what congregations have
almost always been experiencing.  Which suggests that the guidance offered back then is
probably the right guidance for us.  And it also suggests that, within the community of
faith, it really is possible to address the problems we have with our brothers and sisters,
and be truly reconciled with them.  

What do we imagine a healed creation to look like?  Answer: we want it to look like
the community of faith Jesus intended his church to be.  We imagine a healed world to be a
world with salt, that is, a world whose inhabitants are rightly covenanted with each other
and with God.  We imagine a healed world to be a world whose inhabitants are at peace
with each other.  Church is God’s idea of the setting where we can put our imagination to
work.  As we tend to the quality of our covenantal relationships within the church, God
gives us a foretaste of creation restored to right relationships among itself and with its
creator.  By the grace of God, we can affirm ourselves to be salty Christians.  We can
affirm the importance of being rightly related to each other, not only because that is good
for us, but because a church whose relationships are healthy demonstrates the quality of
relationship God has in mind for all creation.  Certainly this involves paying attention to
the quality of our life together, acknowledging anything that distresses our relationships,
and being extravagantly forgiving of each other.  Certainly it involves appreciating the
healing efforts of all people of goodwill, because, as Jesus said, whoever is not against us
is for us.  But it also involves praying for each other, and being especially attentive to any
who are ill, and reaching out to any who have slipped away.  

When the world looks at Christ’s Church, what it needs to see is people actually
taking care of each other, helping each other be freed from the burdens of our sins and our
secrets, and demonstrating a way of being together that is just, compassionate, and
peaceful.  That’s what Jesus had in mind when he called us ‘the salt of the earth.’ 
(Matthew 5:13) By the grace of God, by the power of the Holy Spirit, may we be the salty
Christians God needs us to be, for the sake of our salvation, and for the healing of the
world.   


