Sermon for November 5 2023         Matthew 5. 1-12          “A Nine-Fold Tutorial”

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, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. "Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. "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 merciful, for they will receive mercy. "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. "Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. "Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.


Blessing…there’s nothing else like it, is there?  Supreme happiness, deep contentment, it is one of the delights of the spirit-led life.  I have a blessing story that isn’t even forty-eight hours old: Christina and I were in Reno on Friday, and she was just a bundle of tension. Probably a side effect of our partnership! But we realized that it had been way too long since she had gotten a good massage, and we were in the Asian part of Reno, and so we searched and we found, and in she went. I unexpectedly had an hour and a half to manage, so I began at the Silk Road Grocery, and stocked up on a few specialty items. It was a lovely day, low 70’s and a breeze to boot, so I spent the remainder of the time outside in the shade with reading and relaxing. We went together to a place named the World Melting Pot Emporium, which claims to be the number one shop in Reno for Burning-Man type accessories. We had a lovely browse and started back over the pass to Chico; relaxed, contented, fully present on a luscious autumn day. In a word, blessed.

The narrative I have just shared, while true, was designed to involve you, to bring you on board for the sermon.  All speakers use some kind of hook, some kind of entrée into the message for the listener.  And I tell you that because today’s words from Jesus, the Beatitudes, solemn and lovely and hanging on millions of plaques in millions of homes and churches all over the world, were just such a hook. To us, they seem so complete, more like a summary than an introduction, but they were the very first things out of his mouth in that lovely location where the Sermon on the Mount was preached. Christian practice began with this nine-fold tutorial.

A handful of years ago I had the honor of being in that place where we believe the Sermon on the Mount was first proclaimed; there’s a church there now, of course, as there are churches at all the historic sites of various episodes of Jesus’ earthly life.  Some of you have been there, too, and would back me up when I say that it is hard to describe the natural beauty and serenity of that location.  It is called the Sermon on the Mount, but it just as well could have been titled the Sermon by the Lake, for it was on a hillside overlooking the Sea of Galilee that this preaching occurred.  The gentle slope, the long view down the water, the radiant and fragrant foliage all around, it was a perfect place to talk to people about what blessedness felt like.  And although, now, to us, these statements of supreme blessing seem tranquil and fall gently on the ear, the original hearers were quite surprised by them, a little startled, even.  For each of these nine beatitudes suggests a condition first, and then the result, and boy howdy!  the results were not what people were expecting.     

I really want us to hear a few of these again, one more time, with attitude.  Because these statements are not just an auditory version of valium, designed to settle us down.  Rather, they are designed to rev us up, to engage us in what our lives might yet be, by starting with real-life situations, and suggesting different outcomes than those we usually obtain, outcomes that can be ours if we are invested, aware, and living in the Spirit, not just plotzing along and hoping for the best while dreading the worst.  Attitude, they say, is a manner of thinking, feeling, or behaving that reflects a state of mind or disposition.  That state of mind, that disposition, was what Jesus was trying to cultivate in his listeners, and what I am always going on about, too.  For it is from the spiritually-centered state of mind that the blessed life unfolds.  It is not from on high, dispensed randomly depending on our goodness or badness; it comes from within us, springing forth from our soul when that soul is awake and engaged in the world.

Some of these beatitudes are more obscure, and some of them are quite plain.  A good example for today: blessed are those who mourn.  Really?  I have mourned and so have you, and it’s no picnic.  Not a cheery, fun, uplifting experience, as we process loss and betrayal and sadness and anger all together.  But those who mourn are blessed because they will be comforted.  It is a wonderful thing, to be comforted; to be cared for and encouraged and lifted up a bit, to be held while you cry and listened to while you rant, but being comforted is not needed when everything is peachy and bright.  Blessed are those who mourn, for they will receive what they need…from spirit, from nature, but mostly, from one another.  And here is where that involving, investing part comes into play.  We cannot see what a gift is if we do not open the packaging, right?  Similarly, the blessings that are dispensed by others in the faith cannot be ours if we do not avail ourselves of them.  Every year we have All Saints Day, and each year we reverently recite a long list of beloved ones who have gone on to glory during the past year.  For some, All Saints Day is felt to be too hard, too much, and so, many friends and family and widows and widowers do not attend.  But in not attending, in order to save themselves the pain, they also do not receive the comfort, do not feel the arms of the church family around them and around their loved ones in heaven.  I do not judge these kinds of choices, but it is fair to point out that one cannot be fed if one does not come to supper, and we cannot be held if we are withholding ourselves.


Or what about another beatitude, blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.  It is only in wanting Life’s goodness with the same kind of vigor that we reserve for essentials like food and drink, that we come to realize that justice, fairness, and kindness among people are not garnishes, they are essential nourishment!  Jesus lived in a brutal time, a time of military occupation, and life was harsh and cheap and often short as well.  How easy it is to buy into the immediate and miss the eternal; how easy it is to think that life is supposed to be that way!  But we who seek spiritually all come to realize the deeper truth, that a life of blessing is always a life of balance, and that we cannot simply trudge along and watch advantage being taken and greed slurping up more than its share; we have to engage the world for fairness and justice with the same attentiveness we bring to getting enough food and drink.  In our hungering and thirsting after righteousness we will be satisfied, for we will bring the things we value to pass.  Conversely, if we have no hunger or thirst for life to get better, I assure you, it will not magically improve, and it will just deteriorate more.  Blessing comes to the engaged, the awake, those who are present.

In seminary we were encouraged to say what we had to say and then just sit down.  There is, until the end, always another time to talk about the ways and words of God.  So I am going to take that advice today, having said my piece alongside Jesus on that beautiful hillside.  I wish for us all blessing, deep and moving and healing.  And I remind us all that blessing comes, not by magic, but by consistent choice and openness, by awareness and engagement.  God, and all the energy and healing love of God, is a lot like electricity, you see.  We are wired and ready to go, but the power cannot flow until the circuit is established, until we open the switch.  May the blessings of God energize and electrify our lives, my friends, now and every time we are open and connected.  Amen.       
