January 30, 2011		Micah 6:1-8 and Matthew 5:1-12

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.  Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.
 
We are tempted to see the beatitudes as directions for living the Christian life.  Be meek, be merciful, always hunger and thirst for righteousness, and you shall see God.  

But they are not directions.  They are descriptions of conditions that existed then and exist today.  The beatitudes describe conditions that occur in our own lives are various times.

Jesus uses the beatitudes to begin his sermon on the mount.  In the crowd assembled, there were people who were poor in spirit; people who felt cowered and meek; people who were mourning; people who were persecuted.  With the beatitudes and with the sermon that followed, Jesus assured them that they were not alone, that they had not lost God’s love and blessing, and that there was light for the darkness and life in the midst of death.

The beatitudes described that crowd in biblical times, and they still remain an apt description of modern congregations; people gathered to learn from Jesus.  People like us.

I am going to pause here and shamelessly plug the UMYF’s Super Bowl Sub Sale.  Order yours today and pick it up next Sunday.  Why next Sunday?  Because next Sunday is when the Super Bowl is played.

Now I am going to give permission to all who plan to purchase subs from our youth to shamelessly cheer for the team you want to win the Super Bowl when I mention their names.  The Super Bowl is one of the most watched events every year.  Millions upon millions of people will tune in around the world.  One team will win and be crowned champion: either the Green Bay Packers or the Pittsburgh Steelers.  One team will celebrate on the sideline:  either the Green Bay Packers or the Pittsburgh Steelers.  The other team will walk off the field dejectedly.  

In that action after the game, the modern values of our world are reflected.  I believe it was Vince Lombardi who said, “Second place is for losers.”

Our world teaches that winners are blessed. Our world values winners in all sorts of competitions from grades in school to jobs to the places we live.  Our world teaches “blessed are the rich, because they can buy what they want.  Blessed are the strong, because they can take what they want.  Blessed are the talented, because they will be admired.  Blessed are the educated, because they will be qualified.  Blessed are the self-confident because they will achieve.”

But Jesus turns the world’s values upside down.  After telling the crowd that he knew there were those who were mourning, who were dejected, who were dispirited but all were still blessed.  He went on to say this, “Blessed are those who are persecuted.  Blessed are you when people revile you and utter evil against you.”  These are not society’s winners, but winners in the eyes of God.

The Beatitudes are accurate descriptions.  You’ve been there.  There have been times when people have told lies about you.  There have been times when you have been held back unfairly.  And I am sure there are people here this morning that feel that way today.

Our lives become much more complicated and difficult when we begin to over value blessings.  We lose sight of our calling as people of faith when we obsess with our own perceptions of our needs and our own desires to be happy.  We have lost our moral compass if we believe that faith should result in personal blessings, “I’ll be blessed if I get good grades in school.  I’ll be blessed if I find the right person and fall in love.  I’ll be blessed if I get the job promotion.  I’ll be blessed if I can …” each of you can add here, I’m sure.

Jesus does not teach that we are to seek blessedness—and if that word is difficult to understand substitute happiness or comfort or peace.  We are not called to define our needs and desires so that God can meet them.  We are called to seek God’s Kingdom and God’s righteousness.  And the prescription for doing that is simple.  In the words of Micah, “do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God.”  In the words of John Wesley, “Resist evil.  Do good.  Love God.”

Living life according to that simply precept will include times when you mourn, when you feel persecuted, when people make you the brunt of gossip, when you are sad and dispirited, and even those times when you experience the dark night of the soul.  And when you gather as a congregation, even if you are feeling good about your discipleship, there will be others who are feeling unworthy, unfit, and reviled.  Be aware of them and uphold them.

For Jesus teaches that we are never alone.  We are never abandoned.  And we are always blessed.  But not blessed in the manner the world describes; not in the sense of winner and losers.  But the true blessing of being in relationship with our creator.  The true blessing of never being abandoned by our God.

Do justice.  Love kindness.  And walk humbly with God.  When we are true to that; when we accept the encouragement of others when we falter, and when we help when others falter, then we are blessed.  Then we are peacemakers, children of our God.

With thanksgiving, let us proclaim the faithfulness of our God.  With thanksgiving, no matter what we are feeling or experiencing this day, let us proclaim God’s abiding presence in our lives.  We do so as we sing together, “Just A Closer Walk with Thee.”  #2158




