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TEXT: Matthew 5:3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 
PURPOSE: To encourage us to welcome the ways that God blesses, which turns the world’s notions of
blessedness on its head.
______________________________________________________________________________

I’ll be the first to admit it: I like my blessings right side up and uncomplicated.  I’m
all for the blessing of good health for myself and those I love.  I welcome the blessing of
intact and loving relationships with members of my family.  I appreciate the blessing of
being able to afford the life I want to live.  Perhaps at a deeper, or more spiritual level, I
value the blessings of faith: a lively relationship with God, belonging to a vital, supportive
community of faith, and opportunities to contribute to efforts to secure peace and justice for
everyone.  

But here before us today are these rather peculiar, certainly not right side up,
blessings which Jesus set out in his inaugural address, the Sermon on the Mount.  We will be
listening portions of that sermon during the next three Sundays of worship, and believe me,
the Beatitudes are just the opening salvo in a sermon full of unconventional ideas.  Here he
goes with his upside down blessings:  blessed are, not the deeply faithful, but the poor in
spirit; blessed are, not those whose lives are without sorrow, but those who mourn; blessed
are, not those with power to assert their will, but the meek, and blessed are the merciful, the
pure in heart, the peacemakers, blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness;
blessed even are those who are persecuted and reviled.  Sure, Jesus promises the realm of
heaven, comfort, mercy, justice, intimate relationship with God and the legacy of the
prophets for those whose lives these Beatitudes describe.  But really: If we had sign up
booths in the Friendship House after worship, one booth for each blessing, how many of us
would line up for any of them, even if the promises associated with them were guaranteed? 
All right, some of us might go for being pure in heart or peacemakers, but I suspect that
there would be no wait in the ‘meek’ or the ‘mourn’ or the ‘persecuted’ lines.  

Our typical understanding of what it means to be blessed – straight up and
uncomplicated – has to do with spiritual abundance, not spiritual poverty; with the presence
of loved ones, not their loss, with being treated well, not with being persecuted.  The
prevailing wisdom of the world believes that people who are meek lack confidence and are
unable to accomplish anything; that people who are merciful are taken advantage of;  and
that people who are peacemakers are misguided and naive.  Even so, here are the conditions
Jesus calls blessed, blessings which are fully realized in those who find their life at the foot
of his cross.  By the world’s standards, the cross is the least blessed, the most cursed place. 
But the cross turns the world upside down.  Paul grasped this, or more accurately, this truth
grasped Paul.  In his First Letter to church in Corinth, which we are studying this year, Paul
wrote that the cross proves God’s weakness to be stronger than human strength, and God’s
foolishness to be wiser than human wisdom.  It is at the cross where we see how the meek do
inherit the earth, and the persecuted do receive the kingdom of God.  The blessings Jesus
described are, as Paul said about the message of the cross, “foolishness to those who are



perishing, but to us who are being saved, [they are] the power of God.” (1 Corinthians 1:18) 
According to the standards of the world, those who are blessed as Jesus blesses are blessed
upside down.  But from the perspective of the realm of God, these are the blessings which
describe life in its fulness, because these are the blessings which fully convince us of our
need for God.  

This is what it takes a lifetime of following Jesus to grasp, or better, to be grasped by. 
It is why Paul speaks, not of ‘us who have been saved,’ but of “us who are being saved.” 
The saving doesn’t come in an instant; the switch from seeking the world’s blessings to the
blessings of life in Christ is an ongoing process.  It takes a long time to embrace the way of
the cross as the way of real life.  We may admire Christ’s way of self-giving love.  We may
take up his concern for those who are poor and outcast.  We may be working on being more
merciful, more pure, more peaceable.  Even so, we may not be altogether ready to give
ourselves completely to the way of Jesus.  Give us some time, we pray.  Sweeten the deal
with some straight-up blessings.  

Along with the upside-down nature of these Beatitudes, they pose another question: 
are they asking us to try to become the characteristics they describe, or are they describing
the blessings available when those characteristics describe us?   Should I be trying to be poor
in spirit, or does poverty of spirit reveal myself to me as a citizen of the realm of God? 
Should I become more of a mourner, not only for my personal losses, but for all that is
wrong with the world, or, when mourning overtakes me, does that open me to comfort
beyond what the world can offer?  The answer probably is, both.  Since this is what the
Christ-blessed life looks like, we should be cultivating it.  But also, if these Beatitudes
describe our condition, then we surely are much more receptive to what God is doing for us
and through us.

Paul followed this line of thinking in his appeal to the Corinthians, when he asked
them to remember what their life was like at the time they were first converted to
Christianity:  “Not many of you were wise by human standards, not many were powerful,
not many were of noble birth.”  In other words, not many were blessed with those straight-
up, worldly blessings.  “But,” Paul said, and this is the huge ‘but’ of the way of the cross:
“God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the
world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world to reduce to
nothing things that are, so that no one might boast in the presence of God.”  (1 Corinthians
1:26-29)   In other words, it is through the witness of people whose lives are described by the
Beatitudes of Jesus– people who are poor in spirit, meek, merciful, the  peacemakers and the
persecuted– that God intends to establish God’s realm, God’s sovereign rule, over this
world.  Not by means of eloquent speakers, or esteemed philosophers, or effective leaders, or
powerful soldiers, but by means of people who are meek and lowly, people who, out of their
weakness, trust the power and the wisdom of God.  



Some of you know that Lindy and I used to be involved in Concord’s Cold Weather Shelter. 
When we volunteered there, it was housed in Concord churches.  Since then, it became a
service of the Concord Coalition to End Homelessness, and has its own new building.  This
year the program is regularly housing about forty people each night.  Back in our second
year of operation in the church, a couple showed up at the shelter.  Tina, the wife, a mother
in her young thirties, was diagnosed with a disease called brittle diabetes, which meant that
her sugar would spike even when she was faithful to her strict diet.  During that winter, she
got violently ill and spent a number of nights in the hospital.  Tina and her husband split up
and she went back to live with her parents and grandmother.  Their daughter was living, and
last I heard, continues to live, with her father’s parents.  Tina’s health continued to
deteriorate.  She went on dialysis, and eventually, she was the recipient of a kidney
transplant.  Through it all, she remained hopeful and resilient, and always had a Cheshire cat
smile that lifted the spirits of those around her.  I continued to be pastorally involved with
her,  and on rare occasions, she came to worship at the church I was serving.  That church
asked her to give a testimony during one of our stewardship campaigns.  She made her way
up to the lectern with the help of a cane and her father.  She spoke of a life of blessing.  All
these dreadful things had happened to her, and yet, she was all about gratitude for the people
who had stayed with her and the hope she held for a full recovery.  I doubt that there was an
unmoved soul in the church that day.  

A few weeks after Tina spoke at the church, she slipped and fell and broke both of her
legs below the knee.  Now began a whole new set of challenges.  Her legs were in casts for
over six months.  During that time, her digestive problems returned with a vengeance, and
she had to stop eating and receive nutrition through a stomach tube.  She also developed
mental health problems.  She reached a point where she could not even sit up on the side of
her bed.  She was bounced around from one facility to another.  Her old buoyancy and
determination waned.  Finally, she was admitted to a rehabilitation center which committed
to her for the long haul.  Over a period of many months, she slowly built up core body
strength and began to tolerate food by mouth.  It was during this time that I got into a routine
of visiting her at least once a month.  I was going through some troubles of my own at the
time.  A few of those characteristics which Jesus called blessed were true about me, but I
was not experiencing them as blessings.  But when I came to visit Tina, I realized that I was
in the company of a person whose life bore a whole bunch of those characteristics, and who
did understand herself as blessed.  She was poor in spirit, she was meek, and most of all, she
was pure in heart.  Every time I visited with her, I sensed I was in the presence of one of the
most spiritually healthy people I have ever had the privilege to meet.  I know that the prayers
I offered at the end of our visits were among the most anointed prayers I’ve ever prayed.  

Tina eventually transitioned to a normal diet, and for a while, she ate like a horse. 
She reached a level of ability which allowed her to transfer to a motorized wheelchair and
motor around the facility.  She was beginning physical therapy on her legs in the summer of



2012 when she had another digestive system crisis which undid all her progress.  As I was
beginning my time here at South Newbury, she was slowly slipping away.  The week after
Christmas in 2012, she died.  It was my privilege to officiate at her funeral.  Given that she’d
spent the last four years of her life in institutions, I feared that the congregation would be
depressingly small.  Instead, the room was full, and as people shared their relationships with
her, all of us realized how richly she had blessed our lives.  

I am not suggesting that we, whose lives are far less precarious than Tina’s, should
give up our stability and our health in order to experience upside down blessings. I am
suggesting that, whether our lives are comfortable or not, whether we are straight-up blessed
or not, that we let Jesus draw us closer to his cross, where we experience the blessedness
which the world can neither give nor take away.  A long time ago, I was introduced to a
prayer which bears the title, “The Prayer of a Confederate Soldier.” I haven’t been able to
learn anything more about it than that, except that one version says it was “found on the
body of a Confederate soldier.”  If there ever was a time in this country when any sense of
being straight-up blessed was overcome with brutality and despair, it was during our very
un-Civil War.  And yet, hear this prayer, which moved me to think about Tina, but which
could be true for any one of us.

“I asked God for strength, that I might achieve, 
I was made weak, that I might learn humbly to obey. 

I asked God for health, that I might do greater things,
I was given infirmity, that I might do better things. 

I asked for riches, that I might be happy,
I was given poverty, that I might be wise. 

I asked for power, that I might have the praise of men,
I was given weakness, that I might feel the need of God. 

I asked for all things, that I might enjoy life,
I was given life, that I might enjoy all things. 

I got nothing that I asked for - but everything I had hoped for. 
Almost despite myself, my unspoken prayers were answered. 
I am among men, most richly blessed.”

That’s blessed upside down.  That’s God giving us what we most need to find our
way to God, no matter what we ask for, no matter what kind of blessings we would prefer. 
That’s the life into which Jesus is welcoming us.  May we each receive grace sufficient to
accept his invitation and join all those who are most richly blessed.  


