Matthew 5:1-12

1When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples came to him. 2Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying: 

3“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 4“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 5“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 6“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 7“Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 8“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 9“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 10“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 11“Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 12Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

1 Corinthians 1:18-31 

18For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 19For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.” 20Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who believe. 22For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, 23but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 25For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength. 26Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. 27But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; 28God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, 29so that no one might boast in the presence of God. 30He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption, 31in order that, as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.” 

The Jesus I Never Knew:  Lucky Are the Unlucky
Of course, the verses we just heard this morning are commonly called the Beatitudes, which begin 3 chapters of Jesus’ teaching, we call the Sermon on the Mount.  The term Beatitude comes from the Latin adjective beatus, which means happy, fortunate, or blissful.  And each of them does begin with a Greek word that is usually translated as “blessed” or “happy,” but still these English words are rather sedate when compared to the original Greek word, which conveys something like a short cry of joy, “Oh, you lucky person!”
The scene of the Sermon on the Mount was thoroughly Jewish in nature: Jesus sat while teaching in the manner of the revered Jewish teacher, and he began with the familiar form of the beatitude, which occurs in both the wisdom writings and the prophets in the Hebrew Scriptures, which do declare certain persons to be in a privileged, fortunate circumstance.  Jesus’ specific teachings, however, were anything but familiar.  The Hebrew Scriptures described a man who is blessed to have obedient children, a good wife, faithful friends, and to be successful – almost polar opposites to Jesus’ teachings.

If I were part of the crowd that heard his teaching, I’m not sure how I would have reacted.  Remember the vast majority of folks during Jesus’ time were poor and barely subsisting.  Declaring that folks were blessed for being poor, hungry, and mourning was probably something most of them didn’t exactly feel.  

And we can still have that confusion today, maybe not about all of them, but certainly about some, for instance:  “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account.”  I’m sorry, but I don’t know many folks who feel very blessed when they are being persecuted and slandered.
In his book, “The Jesus I Never Knew,” Philip Yancey asks:

What meaning can the Beatitudes have for a society that honors the self-assertive, the confident, and the rich?  Blessed are the happy and the strong, we believe.  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for a good time, who look out for Number One.  To put the issue bluntly, are the Beatitudes true?  If so, why doesn’t the church encourage poverty and mourning and meekness and persecution instead of striving against them?  What is the real meaning of the Beatitudes?
He goes on to say:  

Though I’ve tried at times to dismiss it as rhetorical excess, the more I study Jesus, the more I realize that the statements contained here lie at the heart of his message.  If I fail to understand this teaching, I fail to understand him.

That’s pretty bold, isn’t it?  In his book, Yancey describes how he believes that the Beatitudes are true on three different levels.

The first way these statements are true is in thinking about eternal rewards.  Alone among all the people of earth, Jesus had actually lived “on the other side.”  He who came down from heaven knew well that the spoils of the kingdom of heaven can easily counterbalance whatever misery we might encounter in this life.  Those who mourn will be comforted; the meek will inherit the earth; the hungry will be filled.  Jesus could make such promises with authority, for he had come to establish God’s kingdom that would rule forever.  And he honored people who may not enjoy many privileges in this life.  To the poor, the mourners, the meek, the hungry, he offered assurance that their present state was not the end of the story.  The author, C. S. Lewis wrote:
If we consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering nature of the rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem that our Lord finds our desires, not too strong, but too weak.  We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea.

Today, an emphasis on future rewards is not so popular, however.  One pastor comments that, “As churches grow wealthier and more successful, their preference in hymns changes from “This world is not my home, I’m just a-passin’ through” to “This is my Father’s world.”  Indeed, for many in our country who live a very comfortable lifestyle, we simply cannot identify with the humble conditions Jesus addresses in the Beatitudes.  

And yet the emphasis on future rewards is still valuable.  The consolation of this belief is especially evident in songs composed by American slaves like Swing Low, Sweet Chariot and Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen, people who had little hope in this world but abiding hope in a world to come.  For many of these people, all hope centered in Jesus.  Yancey writes:
To believe in future rewards is to believe that the long arm of the Lord bends toward justice, to believe that one day the proud will be overthrown and the humble raised up and the hungry filled with good things.

Of course, the prospect of future rewards in no way cancels out our need to fight for justice here and now, yet it is a plain fact of history that the promise of reward was a source not of shame but of hope.  It keeps you alive.  It allows you to believe in a just God after all.  Jesus’ promise of rewards proclaims that no matter how things appear, there is no future in evil, only good.

Even at black funerals today, the preachers can paint word pictures of a life so attractive that the congregation starts fidgeting to go there.  Of course the mourners feel grief, but in its proper place: as an interruption, a temporary setback in a battle whose end has already been determined.  For the neglected saints who have learned to anticipate and enjoy God in spite of the difficulties of their lives, heaven will seem more like a long-awaited homecoming than a visit to a new place.  Yancey states:
To people trapped in pain, in broken homes, in economic chaos, in hatred and fear, in violence, Jesus offers a promise of a time, far longer and more substantial than this time on earth, of health and wholeness and pleasure and peace.  A time of reward.  
Still, the promise of future rewards is not immediately satisfying.  But the Beatitudes not only describe a future condition, they also describe the present, as well.  They very much contrast how to succeed in the kingdom of heaven as opposed to the kingdom of the world.

Modern society lives by the rules of the survival of the fittest.  Likely we’ve all seen the bumper sticker that reads, “the one who dies with the most toys wins.”  The owner of the Chicago Bulls once made a statement about Michael Jordan after his retirement from basketball: “He’s living the American Dream, [which] is to reach a point in your life where you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do and can do everything that you do want to do.”   Now that may be the American Dream, but it certainly isn’t Jesus’ dream as revealed in the Beatitudes.  In fact, instead of the “survival of the fittest,” one could almost subtitle the Sermon on the Mount, “the triumph of the victims.”

Various scenes in the Gospels give a good picture of the kind of people who impressed Jesus: a widow; a dishonest tax collector; a nameless, nondescript child; a woman with a string of five unhappy marriages, a blind beggar, an adulteress, a man with leprosy.  However, the qualities that bring success in our society, such as strength, good looks, connections, a competitive instinct, may block entrance to the kingdom of heaven.  Instead, the gates to God’s kingdom include such things as dependence, sorrow, repentance, a longing to change.

Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit.”  One commentary translates that as “Blessed are the desperate.”  With nowhere else to turn, the desperate just may turn to Jesus, the only one who can offer the deliverance they long for.  Catholic scholars have coined the phrase, “God’s preferential option for the poor” to describe a trend they found throughout both the Old and New Testaments: God’s partiality toward the poor and disadvantaged.  Yancey wonders, 
Why would God single out the poor for special attention over any other group?  What makes the poor deserving of God’s concern?

In your bulletin are listed 10 “advantages” to being poor compiled by a writer named Monika Hellwig, if you would look at those with me:
1. The poor know they are in urgent need of redemption.

2. The poor know not only their dependence on God and on powerful people but also their interdependence with one another.

3. The poor rest their security not on things but on people.

4. The poor have no exaggerated sense of their own importance, and no exaggerated need of privacy.

5. The poor expect little from competition and much from cooperation.

6. The poor can distinguish between necessities and luxuries.

7. The poor can wait, because they have acquired a kind of dogged patience born of acknowledged dependence.

8. The fears of the poor are more realistic and less exaggerated, because they already know that one can survive great suffering and want.

9. When the poor have the Gospel preached to them it sounds like good news and not like a threat or a scolding.

10. The poor can respond to the call of the Gospel with a certain abandonment and uncomplicated totality because they have so little to lose and are ready for anything.

As we look down at that list, it seems that through no choice of their own – in fact, they might urgently wish otherwise – poor people find themselves in a posture that befits the grace of God.  In their state of neediness, dependence, and dissatisfaction with life, they may welcome God’s free gift of love.

But now let’s try an exercise, read again over the list but substitute the word “rich” for the word “poor,” and change each sentence to its opposite.  For instance, the rich do not know they are in urgent need of redemption.  They don’t depend on God or other powerful people nor are they interdependent with one another.  The rich rest their security on things not on people.  And so forth.  In Luke’s version of the Beatitudes, Jesus does a very similar thing.  
But now for a third time, read the list but in place of “the poor” substitute the word “I.”  What does this reveal about your attitudes?  Do they more resemble those of the poor or the rich?  Do you easily acknowledge your needs?  Readily depend on God and others?  Where does your security lie?  I would encourage you to take the list home with you to consider these questions more deeply.
Yancey states that when he did this exercise he began to realize 

why so many saints voluntarily submit to the discipline of poverty.  Dependence, humility, simplicity, cooperation, and a sense of abandon are qualities greatly prized in the spiritual life, but are extremely elusive for people who live in comfort.  There may be other paths to God but, oh they are hard – as hard as a camel squeezing through the eye of a needle.  In the Great Reversal of God’s kingdom, prosperous saints are very rare.

Not that the poor are more virtuous that others, but they are much less likely to pretend to be virtuous.  People who are rich, successful, and beautiful may well go through life relying on their natural gifts.  People who lack such natural advantages, and are thus underqualified for success in the kingdom of this world, just might turn to God in their time of need.  Yancey states:

Human beings don’t readily admit desperation, but when they do, the kingdom of heaven draws near.

In his book, Yancey also lists a third level of truth found within the Beatitudes.  Not only do they provide an ideal to strive toward, with appropriate rewards in view; not only do they turn the tables on our success-addicted society; but they also set forth a plain formula of psychological truth, the deepest level of truth we can know on earth.  The Beatitudes reveal that what succeeds in the kingdom of heaven also benefits us most in this life here and now.  But this truth is very much counterintuitive.  Yancey revisits each Beatitude to examine the present benefits of each.
Blessed are the poor in spirit; blessed are the meek.  You know the folks with opposite qualities, the people we laud, strive to emulate, and feature on the covers of popular magazines are not the fulfilled, happy, balanced persons we might imagine.  In fact in a large number of cases, our “idols” are as miserable a group of people that we could meet, with troubled or broken marriages and dependent on psychotherapy because they are tormented by self-doubt.
On the other hand, those who become “servants,” folks who consciously turn their back on achieving success by the world’s standards to serve their fellow humans: helping the homeless, the starving, and other forms of human suffering, possess qualities of depth and richness and even joy that cannot be found in others.  Yancey states that in his career as a journalist he has spent time with both the stars and the servants, and that the servants clearly emerge as the favored ones.  Although they work for low pay, long hours, and no applause, “wasting” their talents and skills among the poor and uneducated, somehow in the process of losing their lives they find them.  The poor in spirit and the meek are indeed blessed: theirs is the kingdom of heaven, and it is they who will inherit the earth.

Blessed are the pure in heart.  Of course, there are innumerable ways that we can be impure.  Our thought lives can harbor things like hatred, resentment, and envy.  In his book, Yancey focuses specifically on lust, which is a battleground for many folks.  Yancey quotes a French Catholic writer:
Impurity separates us from God.  The spiritual life obeys laws as verifiable as those of the physical world. . . . Purity is the condition for a higher love – for a possession superior to all possessions: that of God.

The love God holds out to us requires that our faculties be cleansed and purified before we can receive a higher love, one attainable in no other way.  That’s the motive to stay pure.  By harboring lust or any other impurity we limit our own intimacy with God.  The pure in heart are truly blessed, for they will see God.  It is as simple, and as difficult, as that.
Blessed are the merciful.  Yancey discusses the life of Henri Nouwen, a well-known Catholic priest and writer who at one time taught at Harvard University.  Nouwen left Harvard and moved to a caring community in Canada, where he took on the duties of seeing to the needs of Adam, a 25 year-old man who cannot speak, walk, or eat without much help.  Each day, Nouwen takes care of all his toiletries, dresses and feeds him, and takes him for therapy.  When Yancey carefully asked this highly educated man if his talents couldn’t be better used elsewhere, since anyone could perform the menial tasks with Adam, Nouwen replied forcefully, “It is I, not Adam, who gets the main benefit from our friendship.”  He said that the hours spent with Adam had given him an inner peace.  Early on, he realized how marked with rivalry and competition, how obsessive, was his drive for success in academia and Christian ministry.  Adam taught him that “what makes us human is not our mind but our heart, not our ability to think but our ability to love.”  From Adam’s simple nature, he had glimpsed the “emptiness” necessary before one can be filled by God.
Blessed are the peacemakers, blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake.  Here Yancey uses the examples of Gandhi’s and Martin Luther King’s effective use of nonviolent disobedience to achieve justice and equality, where folks were definitely physically persecuted and abused in the process.  King said the real goal was not to defeat an enemy but

to awaken a sense of shame within the oppressor and challenge his false sense of superiority. . . .The end is reconciliation; the end is redemption; the end is the creation of the beloved community.

Being children of God.
Although the Beatitudes are strange sayings that at first seem contrary to common sense, in them Jesus offers a paradoxical key to abundant life.  Elsewhere he said, the kingdom of heaven is like a treasure of such value that any shrewd investor would “in his joy” sell all that he has in order to buy it.  It offers value far more real and permanent than anything the world has to offer.  Jesus places the emphasis not on what we give up but on what we receive.  Is it not in our own self-interest to pursue such a treasure?
Jesus knew how life works, both in the kingdom of heaven and in the kingdom of this world.  In a life characterized by poverty, mourning, meekness, a hunger for righteousness, mercy, purity, peacemaking, and persecution, Jesus himself embodied the Beatitudes.  Do we as followers of Jesus Christ take these characteristics seriously?  Or are we, too, like the child that goes on making mud pies in the slum, because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea?  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
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