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1 When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his 
disciples came to him. 2 Then 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. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in 
heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.  (Mt. 5:1-
12 NRSV) 
 

1 
 Before there was the Internet…before there was some mode of computer in every 
pocket, backpack, or purse…before there was text-messaging or Instagram or Facebook… 
there was something known as playing outside.  I hasten to say that if these 
technological toys existed when I was a kid I have no doubt I would have been on board.  
But we did not have that option. 
 After school my buddies and I would plan to meet in the vacant lot behind my 
house to play.  We had no specific game in mind.  We simply showed up and made up 
something.  Two captains would quickly be selected – usually the two best athletes on the 
field that day.  Then the captains would take turns picking.  Selections were made from 
the better athletes down to the worst.  The same people were always picked last…and 
everyone groaned when they had to take Richard.   
 How awful that was for Richard…to want to play so badly, but in order to play, he 
had to endure being identified yet again as the kid no one wanted.  I look back on that 
now with lots of remorse…and I wonder what happened to him.  I would like to think he 
was the most successful, most well-adjusted, happiest one of that sandlot crew.    
 I mention this rather painful memory because the Beatitudes are, in some sense, 
about playing favorites.  The difference is that Jesus’ Beatitudes favored the bottom of the 
pecking order…the Richards of the world.  In a culture much like our own that idolized 
wealth and power and prowess, Jesus labeled those who were empty handed as “blessed.”    
 It was not that Jesus despised those who possessed wealth or power or prowess.  
He consistently held out to them opportunities to use their gifts and abilities for good 
rather than for selfish purposes.  What is more, poverty was not portrayed as something to 
strive for.  Jesus did not glorify poverty as a virtue.   
 I am reminded of a story I read about something John Kennedy was asked during a 
campaign stop by a poor laborer.  “Mr. Kennedy, do you know what it is like not to be 
able to pay your bills, to wonder how you’ll get food on the table, working ten to twelve 
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hours a day, six days a week, and still not being able to make ends meet?”  Kennedy made 
no attempt to pretend he was anything other than well off.  He replied, “No, I don’t know 
what it is like to be poor.”  The man responded, “Well, you haven’t missed anything.”1 
 Jesus never glamorized poverty…but there can be no denying his eye was on those 
who were empty handed.  They were the ones he called “blessed.”  They were the ones he 
said God looked upon with special favor. 
 I would not be surprised if Jesus learned something of God’s inclination toward the 
“least among us” from his mother.  You will remember that in Mary’s song of praise to 
God she sang, “(God) has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has 
brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the 
hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty.”2 

2 
 With that in mind, I find it curious how we turn a blind eye to God’s partiality 
toward those who are empty handed.  Switch on the television set and you can find 
Christian programming endorsing what is called a “prosperity gospel.”  The immaculately 
dressed, broad smiling evangels of “prosperity gospel” preach that wealth is evidence of 
God’s greatest earthly blessing.  The wealthier you are the greater the proof God has 
blessed you…so the advocates of prosperity gospel claim.  I once heard a pastor say, “I 
drive a Cadillac as a way to tell everyone God has blessed me.”3 
 I mention the prosperity gospel because it is something you see on television and in 
many mega-churches…but it exists in some fashion in almost all churches.  Our words 
may say we do not endorse such a distorted interpretation of the gospel message…but so 
often our behavior says something else, doesn’t it?  We can't seem to get over the mistaken 
belief that it is those people who have wealth and power and prowess who are the most 
blessed! 
 Jesus said something very different.  On many occasions, but particularly by way of 
the Beatitudes, Jesus said the most blessed people in our society are not the ones who 
have all the signs of what we take for blessedness…i.e., wealth and fame.  Those who are 
truly blessed by God are those who are the poor in spirit…those who mourn…those who 
are meek…those who hunger and thirst for righteousness…those who are merciful…those 
who are pure in heart…those who are peacemakers…those who are persecuted for 
righteousness' sake…and those who are reviled and persecuted on Jesus’ account.   
 In short, those called blessed by God are not those who are full of 
themselves…those obsessively saying "look at me."  Those who are blessed by God know 
they cannot be truly full unless they are full of God.  They may well be empty handed 
according to the world’s standards…but that is because they cannot help it and/or their 
hands and hearts are full of what God alone can give. 

3 
 Occasionally I hear people say Jesus’ teachings in this regard are not practical…that 
modeling one’s life after Jesus’ teachings will not lead to success or happiness in this life.  
So often we look at Jesus’ teachings like the Beatitudes and say he was just mistaken at this 
point.  True blessedness is about doing everything in our power to avoid powerlessness 
and poverty of any sort, isn’t it?  Jesus had things upside-down.  
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 The thing is, he didn't!  The values of this world upside-down?  According to the 
book of Acts it was said of Paul, Silas, and the other Apostles that they turned the world 
upside-down.4  But it is more accurate to say Jesus and his teachings are at work turning 
the world right-side-up.5  
 The society we in the West inhabit is frequently wrong-side up.  Strangely we are 
comfortable with truths that, on reflection, are deeply discordant and mighty disturbing.  
For example, many people in this country do not sense a disconnect between their faith 
and their behavior.  With their words they proclaim faith in a Lord who said, "love one 
another"…even as they spout cruel and hateful things about anyone who looks different, 
talks different, lives in a different way, or uses different words and images in worship.6   
 Friends, we find ourselves in a frightening religious, social, and political climate in 
which cruelty and hatred are being passed off as legitimate Christian attitudes and 
behaviors.  We cannot be lulled into thinking Jesus calls us to be hate-filled and cruel.  The 
teachings of Christ describe life as it is meant to be.  The ways of Christ portray life right 
side up…life that is loving and welcoming and compassionate and kind!  
 That, my friends, is one of the great challenges facing us as his followers – to let our 
lives be defined by the Christ rather than by the priorities and values at play all around 
us…to let who we are, what we say, and how we behave be more informed by Jesus’ life, 
death, and resurrection than by the greed and hatred and selfish insensitivity that too 
often marks success in this life.   

4 
 When Jesus preached the Beatitudes, what was he saying to his followers gathered 
on a hillside?  Was he saying – go out and become poor in spirit, meek, merciful, and so 
forth?  Was he telling them to go do something?7  Or was he saying those people who are 
poor in spirit, meek, and merciful are blessed?8 Or is there a sense in which he was saying 
both?9 
 Biblical scholar Dale Bruner helps us at this point.  He says the first half of the list of 
Beatitudes describe people who are empty – people who are awake enough to know 
that at some level they are always empty handed – people who realize they would only be 
fooling themselves if they thought they were truly self-sufficient.  The Beatitudes describe 
people who, according to the measurable standards of this world, are in some need – i.e., 
the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, and those who hunger for righteousness to 
be done.  Jesus does not tell the crowd to find ways to become poor in spirit, or to become 
mourners, or to find ways to become meek.  Instead, he tells them that when they find 
themselves this way they are not worthless failures.  Quite the opposite.  They are, in fact, 
blessed by God.  
 According to Bruner, the second half of the Beatitudes describe people who are 
full.  These Beatitudes describe people who are full of the goodness and blessing of God.  
They are so full of the blessedness of God that they have the courage and the willingness 
to reach out to others in ways that are merciful.  In the midst of conflict, they are 
peacemakers.  When given the choice between right or wrong, they choose the right.  
When given the choice between being compassionate and forgiving or being heartless and 
vindictive, they choose being compassionate and forgiving.10   
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 In other words…God blesses those who cannot help themselves…and God blesses 
those who, having been blessed by God, try to be a blessing to others.11   

5 
 Someone has described the Beatitudes as an overture to the symphony of Jesus’ 
teaching. Chords and melodies are voiced in these words that resound throughout 
Matthew’s gospel account and the other Gospels.12   How true. 
 Jean Vanier, founder of the L’Arche communities, describes the Beatitudes this 
way… 
 

Blessed are you in your poverty; you are not shut in the false world of convention, riches, 
and human security. 

Blessed are you because you are gentle; you refuse violence and aggressiveness; you allow 
yourself to be led by the Spirit into the world of tenderness and patience. 

Blessed are you because you hunger and thirst for justice; your heart beats in rhythm with 
the heart of Jesus. 

Blessed are you because you are merciful; you attach your heart to misery; you will receive 
mercy. 

Blessed are you because at all times and at every moment you want to be an instrument of 
peace; seeking unity, understanding, and reconciliation above all things. 

Blessed are you because you have allowed your own conscience to develop; you have not 
been swayed by what people might say about you and you have acted as a free 
individual; you have accepted persecution; you have not been afraid to proclaim the 
truth.13 
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