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BLESSED ARE YOU


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

“Blessed are the poor in spirit . . . ;

“Blessed are those who mourn . . . ;

“Blessed are the meek . . . ;

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness . . . ;

“Blessed are the merciful . . . ;

“Blessed are the pure in heart . . . ;

“Blessed are the peacemakers . . . ;

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Then Simon Peter said, “Do we have to write this down?” 


Andrew said, “Are we supposed to know this?” 


Philip said, “What if we don’t know it?” 


James said, “Will this be on the test?” 


Bartholomew said, “Do we have to turn this in?” 


John said, “The other disciples didn’t have to learn this.” 


Matthew said, “What does this have to do with real life?” 

Thomas said, “Does spelling count?”

Then one of the Pharisees present asked to see Jesus’ lesson plans and inquired of Jesus his terminal objectives in the cognitive domain. And Jesus wept.


Jesus still weeps. We have heard about the Sermon on the Mount all of our lives. We, like the disciples in the educators’ parable, spend most of our time wondering, “Do we have to write this down? Are we supposed to know this? What does this have to do with real life?”

We begin today a study of the Sermon on the Mount, which is found in chapters 5, 6, and 7 of Matthew’s account of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Because Easter is so late this year (April 24, 2011), we have nine Sundays of Epiphany; therefore, before Lent begins in March we can hear most of this sermon by Jesus. Let’s begin where Jesus begins—with blessing.
BLESSINGS FROM GOD

The Greek word that begins each verse is makarios, which in Latin is beatitudo, from which we have the English beatitude. Some translate it as “happy,” but that word connotes feelings based on outward circumstances. Some equate “blessed” with material wealth, but Jesus obviously turns these worldly values upside-down with these eight blessings. 


The meanings you heard from the Gospel reading today are “blessed, graced, full of peace, shalom, and content.” We find eight blessings and then an elaboration about those who are persecuted. Each blessing is in the present tense for those who have these qualities. The promise is in the future tense, except for the first and last blessings which end with for theirs is the rule of God/heaven. 
    
 Let’s be clear what these blessings are not. These blessings are not moral exhortations. Jesus does not say, “You should be poor in spirit, you ought to be mournful, you must be meek.” To turn these blessings into “ought,” “must,” or “should” destroys the primary intention of Jesus’ giving them to us in the first place. 


Earlier we heard Jennifer read Micah 6:6-8. Micah calls them and us to do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God. We hear these as demands we need to obey. What if Micah is calling us to be the just, kind and humble people the Lord has already made and empowered us to be? We so often reverse the order of salvation. We think God will save us only when we obey. Both Testaments in our Bible call us to obey because we have already been saved and blessed. 

The Bible is clear: God’s demands are always preceded by God’s gifts. Each beatitude is a declaration that you and I are already blessed. You and I are blessed whether or not we feel blessed. Blessedness does not describe your inner feeling about yourself but your state—your condition—of being blessed in the eyes of God.

You see, it is God’s nature to bless. That is part of what the Beatitudes are all about. People think they have to set up elaborate religious systems to please God and then jump through spiritual hoops all their lives. The truth is that God has already blessed us.


I do not believe Jesus was trying to start a new religion called Christianity. Here Jesus mines the sacred writings of Judaism and does what every great prophet does—he interprets the ancient tradition in light of his own time. Jesus reaches back to the first stories in our Bible and says that the creation is good and that each person in creation is very good. Jesus does not believe in original sin but believes in original blessing. He knows that the Bible begins with the Lord God blessing creation and blessing persons.

Jesus begins his sermon with blessings in order to help us live in hopeful imagination. Plenty of critics will cite what is wrong with us and wrong with our world. Jesus first says that we are blessed. “Imagine,” Jesus says, “that your world is turned upside-down because God sees it turned upside down. Imagine God blessing those the world ridicules.”

In his book, Letting God Bless You: The Beatitudes for Today, John Killinger writes: “What it all comes down to is that God is a God of blessings—fantastic blessings—and wants to bestow these blessings on us with a free hand. God has already bestowed them upon us, in fact; our lives are steeped in them. . . . Only some of us are unable to see the blessedness because of our poor mental attitudes when we aren’t focused on the coming rule of God.” 1

I hope you hear me clearly. You are blessed. You are blessed by God. Yes, you!  The Lord God who created you looks at you through Jesus the Son and says, “You are blessed. Yes, I accept you as you are.” You are blessed whether or not you feel blessed. Some days I do not feel like a son of my parents, and some days I don’t think about being a son, but I am a son of my parents every second of my life. Nothing I do or think or feel will change the reality of my sonship. In the same way, I am blessed by God. It’s a fact. My blessedness is a reality. And so is yours.
LETTING GOD BLESS YOU

This is a Kingdom attitude--a stewardship attitude. It comes from realizing that God owns the world and bestows Divine blessings freely on everyone. All a disciple needs to do is realize this and hold out his or her hand, both to receive and to give. Our task is to open our hand and let God bless us and then naturally share that blessing with others. 

The cheerful little girl with bouncy golden curls was almost five. Waiting with her mother at the checkout stand, she saw them—a circle of glistening white pearls in a pink foil box. “Oh please, Mommy. Can I have them? Please, Mommy, please?”

Quickly the mother checked the back of the little foil box and then looked back into the pleading blue eyes of her little girl’s upturned face. She knew, as most parents know, of the power of that pleading face.

“Nine ninety-five! That’s almost $10.00. If you really want them, I’ll think of some extra chores for you and in no time you can save enough money to buy them for yourself. Your birthday’s only a week away and you might receive a five-dollar bill from Grandma.”

As soon as Jenny arrived home, she emptied her bank and counted out $1.17. After dinner, she did more than her share of chores and then went to the neighbor and asked Mrs. M. if she could pick dandelions. On her birthday, Grandma did come through with a five-dollar bill. At last she had enough money to buy the necklace!

Jenny loved her pearls. She felt dressed up and grown up. She wore them everywhere—Sunday school, kindergarten, even to bed. The only time she took them off was when she went swimming or had a bubble bath because mother said if they became wet, they might turn her neck green.

Every night when she was ready for bed, her daddy would stop whatever he was doing and come upstairs to read her a story. One night as he finished the story, he asked Jenny, “Do you love me?”

“Oh yes, daddy. You know that I love you.”

“Then give me your pearls.”

“Oh, daddy, not my pearls. But you can have Princess--the white horse with the pink tail. Remember, daddy? The one you gave me. She’s my very favorite.”

“That’s okay, Honey. Daddy loves you. Good night. “And he brushed her cheek with a kiss.

Another night after the story time, Jenny’s daddy asked again, “Do you love me?”

“Daddy, you know I love you.”

“Then give me your pearls.”

“Oh, Daddy, not my pearls. But you can have my baby doll—the brand new one I received for my birthday. She is beautiful and you can have the yellow blanket that matches her sleeper.”

“That’s okay. Sleep well. God bless you, little one. Daddy loves you.” And as always, he brushed her cheek with a gentle kiss.

A few nights later when her daddy came in, Jenny was sitting on her bed with her legs crossed Indian-style. As he came close, he noticed her chin was trembling and one silent tear rolled down her cheek.

“What is it, Jenny? What’s the matter?”

Jenny didn’t say anything but lifted her little hand up to her daddy. And when she opened it, there was her little pearl necklace. With a little quiver, she finally said, “Here, daddy, this is for you.”

With tears gathering in his own eyes, Jenny’s daddy reached out with one hand to take the dime-store necklace, and with the other hand he reached into his pocket and pulled out a blue velvet case with a strand of genuine pearls and gave them to Jenny. He had them all the time. He was just waiting for her to give up the dime-store stuff so he could give her the genuine treasure.

Please believe me. It is the Lord’s good pleasure to bless us; yet it is the stuff that we are clenching in our hand that keeps us from receiving the blessings the Lord has for us. You are blessed. You are blessed by the God who bestows all blessings. Please open your hand and receive your divine blessing.
HYMN 431: Go, My Children, With My Blessing
1 John Killinger, Letting God Bless You: The Beatitudes for Today, 1992, pages 137-138
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