Fourth before Lent:  Matthew 5:13–20 Blessing and Curses
Last week I shared the story of my visits to local hospitals when I’m wearing my collar.  ‘Father’, I am frequently asked, ‘will you give us a blessing’. I was perhaps a bit harsh on reflection, when I suggested that that was often code for ‘will you wish me luck!”.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Here is what I think is true on reflection. We are all seeking blessing.  The observation I might make about the clerical hospital experience, is that we have got ourselves in this rather strange situation whereby we appear to think that it’s only the ordained clergy persons who can offer blessings.  The truth is that it is imbued in all of us to proclaim God’s blessing to one another.  
In this life, we have the power to offer two things, we have the power to offer blessings and curses.  We curse when we dehumanize one another or make distinctions that impart great honour to one person over another; we curse when we allow cynicism to breed and when we judge; we curse when we suck the joy out on one another’s existence for no reason other than our own satisfaction.  We bless however when we see the best in other, when we affirm that which is of God in one another, we bless when we remind people e that they are valued and cherished, we bless when we are salt and light.
Our reading today uses the image of salt, ‘you are’ Jesus says ‘the salt of the earth’. Note he doesn’t say you should be the salt of the earth, but you are the salt of the earth. These are words of encouragement, albeit with some caution.
What does Jesus mean when he tells us that we are the salt of the earth?  In many ancient communities including Rome, salt was a form of currency. The roots of the words ‘salary’ and the word ‘soldier’ can be traced to Latin words related to giving or receiving salt.  We still have echoes of that today, when someone does a good job, we sometimes say they were worth their salt (we are more inclined to say worth their weight in gold today which shows how our understanding of currency has changed). When Jesus tells his followers, they are the salt of the earth, he is ascribing to them a statement of value and worth.
I come from a family of salt consumers. I remember my uncle who has heart problems and should know better, eating an egg and salting every bite.  How many of use salt our food before we even taste it? That salt might have adverse health effects was of course unheard of in the ancient world.  What salt does is brings out flavour. Eugene Peterson in his paraphrase of the bible translated this passage like this: ‘Let me tell you why you are here. You’re here to be salt-seasoning that brings out the God-flavours of this earth.
A number of years ago, there was a movie called Pleasantville.  It stared a very young Toby McGuire and Reese Wetherspoon.  The movie starts in black and white in a safe but dull world. As the character’s experience joy, colour begins to appear.  There are lots of flaws in the film, but the application is simple.  All too often we live in a world that is black and white, but our calling is to bring out the colour.  
Where there is darkness, we are to bring light, where there is a dullness of Spirit we are to bring joy, where there is banality, we are to bring flavour and colour and veracity.  The fingerprint of God and the movement of the spirit are throughout this world and yet the sightlessness of our age stops us from seeing or hearing or tasting that God is good. Our role if we are salt is to bring out that flavour, where there is bitterness to bring healing, where there is hatred to bring forgiveness, where there is despair to bring love, where there is division unity, where there is cruelty love. Here is the question to ask yourself, before I speak and act, is what I’m about to say and do bringing out the flavours of God?
This passage comes with a warning ‘if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled underfoot’.  Have you ever played that game whack-a-mole?  You know the one, it’s the one in fairgrounds and arcades, you are given a mallet, and when a mole pops out you whack the mole down.  We have often become guilty of what I call joy-whack-a-mole.  When joy pops up its head, rather than celebrate it, we whack it down.  Part of that is cultural I think.  When something happens, we curse it rather than bless it.
Here is what I want to leave with you today.  Bless. Bless indiscriminately. Bless without limits. Bless licentiously.  Bless the person sitting beside you.  Bless the person who will sit across from you at dinner today.  Bless the teenager hiding behind their iPhone.  Bless the person who you work with who pushed your buttons. Bless the stranger on the other side of the road.  Bless.  Bless the child who wakes you at 2 in the morning.  Bless the person who sleeps beside you and snores.  Bless.  Because, in every person there is something of the finger prints of God, and our job is to be the salt who brings out the flavours of God in all things. 


