
 
  
 
 In the grocery store some time ago I was able to listen in as a father and what I 
assume was his son engaged in a rather animated cell phone conversation. I did not intend 
to hear it, I did not want to hear, but such is the state of cell phone etiquette in our time 
that I find myself privy to these kinds of conversations more and more.  
 
 The conversation, on the end I was hearing, seemed to be about a decision the son 
was in the process of making with which the father did not agree. They go back and forth, 
but the gist of it went something like this: Father – “This is not a smart decision.” 
Silence. “Have you thought about how much it is going to cost?” Silence. Then the 
universal parental response to children’s dumb ideas, “You know I’m not paying for any 
of this.” More silence. Then, in exasperation, “There’s more to life than happiness…” 
 
 If there is, I don’t know what it is. If you conduct a poll and ask the average 
American what it is she or he wants, a huge percentage will give you some version of 
“happiness.” And it doesn’t seem to be a particularly American thing either – get behind 
the headlines of the protestors we got to know in Beirut, Lebanon, clamoring for a change 
in political leadership, and ask them what it is they seek, what they would do if they got 
the economic and political reform they seek, and underneath it all you will find the 
longing for happiness, or, to quote a line from long ago that continues to have relevance 
in every democratic uprising – the pursuit of happiness. In one way or another as 
Americans begin going to the polls for primaries and then the general election later this 
year, we are seeking happiness. 
 
 So I think the dad was probably heading down the wrong road trying to convince 
his son that happiness is a kind of second-tier human pursuit – it won’t be convincing, 
because every advertisement, every politician, every work of art, everything about our 
existence points to precisely the opposite – we long for happiness. The question is not the 
fact of happiness, but what makes for true happiness. It is an old question. And in 
Matthew’s gospel, Jesus weighs in on it right at the beginning – “blessed – happy – are 
you…”   
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 These words are the first words of the Sermon on the Mount, which is itself the 
first of five major bodies of instruction in Matthew, corresponding to Matthew’s view of 
Jesus as the new Moses, the one come to fulfill the ancient Torah, the Law. Just as Moses 
received the instruction on Mount Sinai, so Jesus gives instruction from the mountain. 
And just as five books are attributed to Moses in the Old Testament, which is why those 
first books are sometimes called the Pentateuch, so there are five sections of teaching 
material in Matthew. As Jesus says only a few verses earlier, he comes not to destroy the 
law, but to fulfill it. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus will take a number of areas of the 
Mosaic Law and proclaim what he sees as the heart of that Law, what we might say is the 
intent, or spirit, of the law – and the spirit, the heart of the law, is blessedness, happiness.  
 

But I have to say, the Sermon on the Mount is tricky. It is easy to fall into a 
familiar trap throughout the sermon, a trap that becomes clear right at the beginning, in 
these Beatitudes. The trap is hearing these blessings as a call for me to earn my place in 
the kingdom. “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” says Jesus, and I’m immediately wondering 
if I am humble enough. “Blessed are the pure in heart,” and I’m questioning my holiness. 
“Blessed are the peacemakers,” and I’m thinking about all the ways I fall short of peace.  
 
 It is easy to fall into the trap of hearing these blessings as something other than 
what they are – blessings – words that Jesus speaks over those who hear him, those who 
dare to follow him. “Blessed are you,” says Jesus. Not “I will bless you if…”  
 
 It is clear that Jesus is speaking to his disciples here, his church, and not to the 
world in general. Note earlier where he gathers his disciples close in – these are words for 
the church, the colony of the kingdom, those who dare to follow the One who speaks to 
them. Happy are you, says Jesus, who are part of this band of disciples, those who are 
marked by righteousness, peace, humility. The world may look on you as if you do not 
count, the world may pursue happiness in a lot of other kinds of ways. But you, you are 
truly blessed, you are truly happy, you are among the people that see the world upside 
down, which is to say, right side up.  

Jesus has called his disciples to follow him. He has announced that the kingdom of 
heaven has come near in him. Now he blesses their choice, reminding them that the 
community formed around him is nothing less than a colony of the kingdom of God, what 
our Book of Order calls “an exhibition of the kingdom of heaven to the world.” And the 
kingdom itself is the goal of human existence, the pursuit of which brings happiness. 

Blessed – happy – are you poor in spirit, you who have come to the end of your 
ropes and know that you cannot sustain faith through your own strength, who have 



thrown yourselves on the mercy of God…yours is a true foretaste of the kingdom of 
heaven. 

Blessed – happy – are you who are mourning, who are broken in body, mind, or 
spirit; who look out on the pain of the world and long for it to be as it was intended…you 
will surely be comforted. 

Blessed – happy – are you who are meek, who trust that God’s time is not our time, 
who insist on kindness, compassion, and love; who are content with the basic necessities 
of life in the midst of a possession-hungry world… you will inherit the earth. 

Blessed – happy – are you who hunger and thirst for righteousness, who more than 
anything else try to live lives of generosity, speaking out for those without a voice, 
seeking to do good on behalf of others, who seek justice…for you will see your dreams 
satisfied. 

Blessed – happy – are you merciful, “who show kindness to others, are more eager 
to forgive than punish, more ready to show compassion than to exact your due,” for 
God’s mercy will shower upon you. 

Blessed – happy – are you peacemakers, who seek to bring calm and serenity to all, 
who strive for and live for peace…you will be called the very children of God. 

Blessed – happy – are you when your commitments cause others to turn against 
you…rejoice and be glad, for yours is the kingdom of heaven. 1 

Jesus blesses his followers, announces that these are the kind of people they are, 
and these are the outcomes of their work in the world. Notice this – he announces these 
blessings to a bunch of disciples who will go on to completely misunderstand who he is, 
who will mess up time and again, and who will, in the end, forsake him – one will even 
betray him. Still he pronounces the blessing upon this group that does not reflect the 
words he speaks. 

And let’s be honest, neither do we. We do not reflect these words. Far too often we 
are not meek, nor do we hunger and thirst for righteousness, nor do we seek peace; often 
our lives are so in step with the culture, and so out of step with these words, that we have 
no risk at all of being persecuted for our faith.  

 
1 The series of interpretations of the Beatitudes is adapted from Thomas G. Long. Matthew: Westminster Bible Companion. 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997) pp. 48-51. 



It has been said that Cleophus LaRue, a great African American preacher, would 
refer to the students in his upper level PhD classes as “Doctor.” From time to time a 
student would say that he shouldn’t call them doctor, since they had not yet earned their 
degree. His reply was, “in the African-American church we are not content to call you 
what you are, but instead call you what we believe you will be!”2 

This is in every way what Jesus does for us – he blesses us with words that call us 
to true happiness. He blesses us, as it were, ahead of time; he believes what we will be. 
And because of these blessings, we are empowered to live into them. 

I began working on this sermon before our team went to Beirut and came back to it 
this last week to finish it. The words of these blessings took on fresh meaning after 
encountering the church in Lebanon, the church embracing Syrian refugees, almost all 
Muslim, with a love that breaks down ancient divisions; the church finding ways to 
embrace the other who is in desperate need; the church working for peace and 
reconciliation; the church lifting its voice on behalf of the powerless, in the service of 
justice.  

Here’s the thing: I expected to feel that there was a vast difference between church 
as it happens here, and the expression of church there. And there are differences. But 
mostly, I was taken aback by how similar we are, how we are all living under the 
constitution of this blessings, how we are all, however imperfectly, responding to God’s 
grace. One church. One colony of the kingdom. One Jesus whose way we walk. Franklin, 
Nashville, Beirut, Baghdad, Damascus – all outposts of the blessed kingdom Jesus 
announces ever afresh in each generation: blessed, happy, are you…May it be so, the 
world over. Amen. 

 
 
  
 
 

 
2 Lose, David. “Imagine That!” Working Preacher, 2011. 


