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 How many times have you heard that reading from Matthew.  The familiar 

“Blessed are those who …”  The reading which is the opening act in what we call “the 

sermon on the mount”.  The reading - which we call the “beattitudes”.  And now - the 

tough question - do you really expect to hear anything new about that well-known text? 

 But to try to get some perspective on this, I quote from Nancy Hastings Sehested 

who says, “We have read the Bible for so long and with so little at stake that we often 

read it as if it were tame and reasonable.  We have read Jesus' words for so long and with 

so much familiarity that we often think that Jesus' messages are a nice contribution to 

improving social relationships.  The beatitudes offer us in poetic verse the untamed and 

unreasonable teachings of Jesus.” 

 She may be right.  And yet - I can think of many times in my own life when I’ve 

read this text with something at stake.  How often in your own life have you been poor in 

spirit?  How often have you mourned?  How often have you been hungry or thirsty?  

How often have you been merciful?  How often have you been a peacemaker?  How 

often have you felt persecuted?  I think we often have a lot at stake actually. 

 On the other hand - how often have we worked hard to avoid being in those same 

situations?  How often in our own lives have we used denial to avoid showing just how 

poor in spirit we were?  How often have we pretended we had nothing to mourn while 

our hearts were breaking?  How often have we said we were satisfied when we were in 

fact empty?  How often have we chosen the path of retaliation rather than mercy?  How 

often have we chosen to get our own way rather than to bring peace to a situation? 

 If the beatitudes are a list of requirements for feeling blessed, I’m not so sure that 

I’m interested in being blessed.  The price of admission is very high.  It almost seems as 

if we have to choose between a path that allows us to feel secure, or a path where we 

throw our security to the wind and make ourselves vulnerable to both the pains of the 
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world and the blessings of God.  Perhaps we can only really feel the blessings of God 

when we engage with the pains of the world.  What do you think?  While you were 

hearing the beatitudes read just a moment ago, did you feel comforted?  Or did you feel 

like you have been missing out on something? 

 I’m not coming down to the floor now.  So you have a week to think that over 

before I invite your response.  Instead, I will follow church tradition and move on to the 

epistle. 

 What do you think of St. Paul’s preaching to his congregation in 1 Corinthians?  

Is it my imagination, or is Paul saying that his congregation is not too bright?  He says, 

“consider your own call, brothers and sisters; not many of you were wise by human 

standards, not many were powerful, not many of noble birth.”  Or in today’s language, 

none of you are smart, none of you are rich or powerful, and none of you are famous.  Is 

this really a motivational speech?  Is Paul actually trying to insult his congregation? 

 Well, we can read it that way.  However, I believe there is a more helpful way to 

read the text.  I believe that Paul is making a contrast, and saying that being smart, rich, 

or famous are irrelevant to faith.  What is important - in Paul’s words, is “to proclaim 

Christ crucified”.  The journey of faith is after all a journey of faith - not a journey of 

knowledge, or power, or control, or prestige.  Because those things often prevent us from 

being open to being blessed. 

 I’m sure you know what I mean.  When we feel clever - like when we think our 

ideas are the best - we are not really open to looking for new opportunities - or for new 

blessings.  When we feel powerful - or rich - we feel our worlds revolve around us - and 

that we are getting what we have earned - which leaves no room for feeling blessed.  And 

when we feel prestige … well, we should perhaps ask Justin Bieber if he is feeling 

blessed these days. 

 Let me share a story from a hospital.  During a break, a doctor noticed a patient 

using a machine that changed dollar bills into quarters.  And this patient kept changing 

money again and again.  She changed at least $20.  And every time the quarters hit the 

bottom of the machine, the patient yelled “Jackpot!” with a lot of energy and a huge 

smile.  And every time that the patient yelled “Jackpot!”, the doctor was thinking to 
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himself … “crackpot!”.  The doctor gave no credence to the patient, and assumed that she 

was mentally “weak”.  But the patient was extremely happy, and every time she received 

her quarters, it was as if a real blessing had been bestowed on her.  She felt blessed.  But 

the doctor - and many of us perhaps - thought she was just nuts. 

 When the doctor left the building that evening, he noticed that the change 

machine was being repaired, and when he asked, he was told that the machine was 

broken, and that for each dollar taken in, the machine had been giving out $2 worth of 

quarters. 

 The blessing of the broken machine was completely missed by the doctor, because 

he was too intelligent, too powerful, and too used to being “right”.  The doctor missed out 

because he “knew better”.  But the blessing was fully appreciated by the patient who was 

vulnerable and attentive.  Blessings never look like what we would be looking for if we 

were looking for blessings! 

 What do blessings look like around here?  Perhaps I’ll give Nancy Hastings 

Sehested another chance, “When we start looking for signs of folks being the church, the 

beatitudes give us some clues for where to begin the search.  Forget looking at our church 

programs, our good deeds, [our mission statement,] our goals, our numbers and how we 

are managing it all.  The beatitudes tell us to look between the cracks.  Look in the places 

where life is falling apart.  Maybe there, or perhaps only there, will we get a glimpse of 

the reign of God breaking in.”  Maybe there, or perhaps only there, we will find blessings 

from God. 

 I would like to close with the poem, “Lord, why did you tell me to love”, by 

Michel Quoist.  Here’s one link.  The poem starts about 1 screen down. 

http://www.stillforming.com/home/2008/10/15/lord-why-did-you-tell-me-to-love.html 

Or - just google “why did you tell me to love quoist” 

 Amen.
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