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“Poverty of spirit then, as it implies the first step we take in running the race which is set before 
us, is a just sense of our inward and outward sins, and of our guilt and helplessness.” J. Wesley 
 
Prayer Song 

Blessed are they, the poor in spirit; theirs is the kingdom of God.   
Blessed are they, full of sorrow, they shall be consoled.   
Rejoice and be glad. Blessed are you. Holy are you.   
Rejoice and be glad. For yours is the kingdom of God. 

 
Have you ever heard the story called “The Model Teacher”? It goes like this. Then Jesus took his 
disciples up on a mountain, gathered them around him 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 the merciful, for they 
will receive mercy. Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.”   
 
Then Simon Peter asked, “Do we have to write this down?” James asked, “Are we supposed to 
remember all this?” Andrew asked, “Will this be on the test?” John asked, “Do the other groups 
have to learn this, too?” Bartholomew said, “I’m confused.” Philip said, “I don’t have any 
paper.” Matthew asked, “May I go to the restroom?” Judas asked, “What does this have to do 
with making a living?” And Jesus wept. 
 
There is an electrifying power in these plain words, isn’t there? The Beatitudes are the heart and 
soul of Christianity. The Beatitudes are not laws or rules. They are guideposts along the Way 
toward the kingdom of God. The Beatitudes take us by surprise, for they show us a different way 
to live than that to which we are accustomed.   
 
 This morning we begin our summer Dream Cruise through the Beatitudes, which constitute the 
beginning of a major section of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew called the Sermon on the Mount. As 
we rev up our engines, there are a few important things we need to know.     
 
First, notice the setting. Matthew writes, “When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; 
and after he sat down, his disciples came to him.” It’s generally believed that Jesus delivered 
these teachings on a mountain near the town of Capernaum, which was along the Sea of Galilee.  
If any of you have had the good fortune to travel to Israel, you can picture the tranquil beauty of 
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the Mount of Beatitudes. Matthew wants his readers to know that Jesus’ words are the definitive 
interpretation and fulfillment of the Jewish law as it was given to Moses on Mt. Sinai centuries 
before.  
 
The second thing to notice is that Jesus sits down to speak, which was the Jewish custom when a 
formal teaching was about to take place. Also, Jesus does not speak these words to the crowds, 
but only to the disciples. Jesus teaches them not simply as another Jewish prophet, but as the 
Messiah, laying out in detail what the kingdom of God will be like. The Beatitudes are difficult, 
challenging words, and Jesus knows that the ordinary folks who are attracted to his teaching are 
not ready to hear them and live them. Even the disciples are astonished. “Do we have to write 
this down?”   
 
The third thing we notice is that the word “blessed” appears in each of the nine Beatitudes. 
“Blessed are the poor in spirit” and so on. Some translations of the Bible use the word “happy” 
instead of “blessed” to translate the Greek word makarios, but I don’t think that “happy” is really 
the best English word to use for the Beatitudes.   
 
Makarios describes the social status of the well-off, those who don’t have to worry about the 
normal cares of lesser people. They’re happy because they’ve got it made. But Jesus did not have 
this idea of happiness in mind when he said, “Happy or blessed are the poor in spirit.”   

 
Many scholars believe Jesus was thinking here of the Hebrew word for happiness, ashr. Ashr 
means finding the right path on life’s Way, a path that produces blessedness but not necessarily 
happiness in the secular sense of the word. I much prefer “blessed” in reciting the Beatitudes 
because blessedness is not a subjective feeling that is dependent on circumstances. It’s the result 
of a right relationship with God. Blessedness is an objective reality that we experience because 
of the in-breaking of God’s kingdom through Jesus Christ.   
 
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” On our first day last 
Monday, one of our staff members said to me, “We used to have posters of the Beatitudes along 
the walking track at the CLC, and I’ve never understood the phrase ‘poor in spirit.’ What does it 
mean?” 
 
Blessed are the poor in spirit: it’s quite an opening line, isn’t it? It not only introduces the 
Beatitudes, but it’s right at the beginning of the entire Sermon on the Mount. We all know that 
beginnings and endings are critical. As preachers, we’re told, “Open and close your sermon well, 
and it doesn’t matter what you say in between. No one will remember anyway.” Of course, I’m 
sure that’s not the case here at Birmingham.   
 
Pastors are also schooled in how to begin well and finish strong as we move from appointment to 
appointment. Jack and Judy Harnish, the staff, and lay leaders here at Birmingham have done 
everything possible to facilitate a smooth transition for Gary and me, so much so that I’ve 
written a new beatitude in their honor, “Blessed are those who transition well, for theirs is the 
eternal gratitude of those who follow.” Are we supposed to remember all this? 
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What does it mean to be poor in spirit? Poverty of spirit is an inner emptiness that can only be 
filled by God. Jesus invites you and me to surrender: to let go of power, prestige and success, 
and be stripped completely of ego. Jesus asks us to be pilgrims on a journey toward the kingdom 
of heaven, a kingdom that is not defined by position, wealth and status, but by emptiness, 
sacrifice and trust.   
 
From the beginning of time there have been three cultures in this world. There is a political 
culture that is based on the manipulation of power. There’s an economic culture based on the 
manipulation of money. And there’s a religious culture that is, unfortunately, often based on the 
manipulation of theories about God. Jesus, however, preached an alternative to each of one of 
these cultures. What Jesus announced, taught, and lived through the Beatitudes was the kingdom 
of God. It’s a kingdom that has already come but is not fully yet here. It’s the foundation of our 
hope. Yet, ironically, if we live in this alternative kingdom to the kingdoms of this world, we 
will be pilgrims and strangers who demonstrate poverty of spirit on this earth. 
 
In 1997 I went on my first mission trip to Cuba. In 1995 the church Gary and I served, First 
United Methodist Church in Grand Rapids, decided to form a long-term, sister church 
relationship with a church in Cuba. This was back in the days when it was virtually impossible 
for anyone to travel to Cuba. It took two years to establish this relationship and secure the 
necessary religious visas. Our goal was to take one trip a year to the Herradura Methodist 
Church, which would include children, youth and adults. Our two daughters, Talitha and Sarah, 
who were in fifth and tenth grade, went on that first trip. 
 
Having been part of the leadership in forming this partnership, I went into it with the idea that we 
were going to help them. Each of the nine people in our team carried an extra duffel bag stuffed 
with clothing, shoes, and medical supplies.   
 
You, too, are heavily involved in mission here at Birmingham, so you can probably identify with 
what I’m about to say next. The people in this little town of Herradura may be the poorest of the 
poor materially, but their poverty of spirit is a shining light in a dark world. I will never, ever 
forget the energy, enthusiasm and deep faith of the people of the Herradura Methodist Church.  
Dancing, singing, praising, praying—they have nothing, yet they have everything. They are 
completely surrendered to God and empty of the temptations of the world. They care for one 
another with reckless abandon, constantly start new mission churches, and love anyone who ever 
comes from Michigan to visit them. 

 
Like the people of Herradura, Cuba, who continue to bring in the kingdom of heaven in the midst 
of a repressive government, so you and I are called to create a new world order which we 
embrace by repentance and conversion. The Greek word for repentance is metanoia, which 
means turning from something to something else. We turn from being sucked into the political, 
economic, and religious culture to following the One who frees us to become poor in spirit. Will 
this be on the test? 
 
This first Beatitude is no Dream Cruise without potholes and detours on the Way. No, the yellow 
flag is waving: hazard on the race track. Watch out! That’s precisely why this is the first 
Beatitude. Poverty of spirit crosses all political, economic, cultural, racial, ethnic and religious 
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boundaries. For the poor in spirit, wealth and poverty are neutral. God calls the very poor and the 
very rich to give up our very selves into Christ’s hands. There are no loopholes or shortcuts. 
Unless we get to the point where we say, “I surrender all. God’s will, not mine,” we cannot fully 
experience the inner freedom of which Jesus spoke. What does this have to do with making a 
living? 
 
My friend Jane has had a hard life. She works the third shift at Meijer and takes care of her 
elderly mother with Alzheimer’s as well as an elderly man in whose home she lives for free in 
exchange for taking care of him, too. Jane lives hand to mouth, and she has every right to be 
cynical. She’s never had any lucky breaks, and the American dream has never come true for her.   
 
Jane would not probably call herself a Christian because she’d say she wasn’t good enough, but 
Jane is a living example of the Beatitudes. She is free from any obsession with getting ahead. 
Jane is honest and generous, she sees through the hypocrisy of people who say one thing and do 
another, and she will give you everything she has, what little it is. In her poverty of spirit, Jane 
has one foot in the kingdom of heaven. 
 
My friend Tim had a dream life, a well-paying job that made use of his many gifts, a beautiful 
family and faithful friends. Five years ago he lost it all: the job, his marriage, and even many of 
his friends, who shunned him because they only understood the three cultures. Tim became poor 
in money by default. But he chose to become poor in spirit. By admitting his complete emptiness 
and surrendering his life into God’s hands, Tim began walking the Way toward the kingdom of 
heaven. Do other groups have to learn this, too? 
 
From our first days at Birmingham, Gary and I have seen that this congregation is also poor in 
spirit, generous, sacrificial, offering the very best that you are and that you have to build God’s 
kingdom. The funny thing is, the closer we draw to God, the poorer in spirit we become and the 
more we see ourselves as sinners in need of God’s grace. Poverty of spirit recognizes our own 
limitations yet is not defined or discouraged by them. Blessed are you when you recognize just 
how frail you are without God’s strength.   
 

• Can you and I offer our poverty of spirit as a gift to God and others? 
• Can we be light that illumines the dark corners of our world?   
• Can we be salt that flavors the lives of others by our selflessness?   
• Can we be leaven that will raise the whole loaf toward the kingdom of heaven? 
• Can we be fruit of the vine that guides others to taste and see that the Lord is good? 
• Can we take power, money, and God out of their boxes and offer the bread of life and the 

cup of salvation to a hurting world? 
• Can we come to the communion table empty so that we can be filled with God’s Spirit? 

 
Do we have to write this down, Jesus? I mean, seriously? No, don’t bother with the paper. 
Write it in your heart.   


