
 
  
 
 Many of you will know the setting well. It is the fiftieth anniversary of your 
parents, and you are the oldest child. You clink your glass with your silverware to get the 
attention of the crowd of friends and family gathered to celebrate, clear your throat…you 
are expected to say words that are called a toast, but they are really a blessing. You want 
your parents, and the crowd, to feel delighted, happy, joyful, content…happy. Your 
words are the vehicle that will create the space for that reality. 
 
 You’re standing in front of your daughter alone moments before her wedding, and 
she looks at you, waiting for the words you will speak. You want your words of blessing 
to cause her to feel your love for sure, but also your deepest hopes for her and her future 
life.  
 
 And here is Jesus, sitting on the mountain, reminiscent of Moses on Mt. Sinai, 
ready to teach his disciples what will become known as the Sermon on the Mount. But 
before he does, he looks at them, and the crowds craning to overhear, and he pronounces 
a blessing.   
 

Charles Cousar says that there are two ways to read the beatitudes, the blessings 
that Jesus pronounces at the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount. One way is to read 
them as a series of moral exhortations. You should be meek, and if you are meek, then 
God will bless you by causing you to inherit the earth.  
 
 So, be meek, be a peacemaker, be merciful, and be rewarded. 
 
 If we interpret the beatitudes this way, we might take on the task that James Martin 
sets before himself, and seek to become a Person of the Beatitudes. But notice what he 
says, “Since I first heard that expression, I’ve tried to become that person – humble, 
merciful, gentle, peacemaking, seeking justice for others – and have tried to move closer 
to the vision of personhood Jesus was describing. But I still have far to go.” 
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 Indeed, I suspect we all would say we still have far to go. We instinctively know 
that faith is not like the self-help section of Amazon, where if we can follow a program, 
or work a system, we can make ourselves into people of the beatitudes. Something in us 
knows that if it is to be so for us, we will have to be made…we cannot make ourselves. 
No amount of willpower in the world will accomplish it. It is an act of grace.  
 
 Jesus is not dangling a heavenly reward out in front of his disciples, saying, “If you 
can make yourself into this kind of person, then I will bless you.” 
 
 There’s another way to read these blessings. Cousar writes that the beatitudes are 
first and foremost a blessing promised by God to those who already are what the 
beatitude describes. More than that, they describe “the direction of God’s blessing. God is 
a God who cares about the poor in spirit, the humble, those yearning for right to be done, 
the merciful, the single-minded, the peacemakers, and those persecuted for righteousness’ 
sake. God will not abandon such people or leave them hopeless.” 
 
 Here it is important to remember the setting. Jesus is surrounded by a great crowd. 
He goes up the mountain, sits down, and addresses his disciples. He is addressing those 
who have already begun to follow him. He is speaking to those who have already sensed 
something of the nearness of the kingdom in him. He begins with a blessing for them, but 
he does so in the hearing of the crowds. The crowds overhear.  
 
 What do the crowds hear? 
 
 If you were a first century person, Jew or Gentile, you had a worldview that stated 
rather simply, if you have wealth and health, if you have a large family, if you have been 
faithful in your religious practices, you are blessed.  
 
 I notice a certain hashtag on social media pops up frequently: #blessed. Usually, 
the photos that accompany the hashtag are things like bare feet in the foreground and the 
bright, blue Gulf of Mexico in the background, or a selfie with the mountains rising 
behind, or a photo at a big family gathering, or accompanying news of a job promotion, 
or getting into the college of choice, or a championship win…#blessed.  
 
 There’s no doubt these examples are a certain kind of blessing. But when we 
associate blessing with only these kinds of things, we are reinforcing that first century 
worldview that is still very much with us, which is that the direction of God’s blessing, 
the definition of beatitude, is our well-being, which is intimately tied to our 
accomplishment, our accumulation, our success, our status. 
 



 What the crowds overheard from the mountain from Jesus was an altogether 
different understanding of the word “blessed.” 
 

“This is what the Kingdom of God looks like. Blessings on those who are living by 
its light.”  

Blessings to you who are poor in spirit, you who have come to the end of your rope 
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. 

Blessings to 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. 

Blessings to 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. 

Blessings to 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. 

Blessings to you who are 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. 

Blessings to you who are peacemakers, who seek to bring calm and serenity to all, 
who strive for and live for God’s shalom…you will be called the very children of God. 

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

 
The world is turned on its head, and it is precisely those whom the world so easily 

discounts that are seen to embody the direction of God’s blessing. 
 
This word, “blessed,” can also be translated to “happy,” or “satisfied.” It connotes 

a deep contentment. I often found myself saying to my children when they faced 
important decisions and would turn to me for guidance: “I want you to do what makes 

                                                           
1 The series of interpretations of the Beatitudes is adapted from Thomas G. Long. Matthew: Westminster Bible Companion. 
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you happy.” Over time, that changed to, “My greatest desire for you to is that you be 
happy.”  

 
Somewhere along the way it occurred to me that “happy,” left undefined in our 

culture, is often reduced to a fleeting emotion, a far cry from the depths we see in this 
text. I’ve tried to stop using that word. It’s a good word, it’s just easily made too shallow. 
No, what I want for my children, what I want for everyone, is to experience the deep 
satisfaction and contentment that comes when we are captured by the nearness of the 
kingdom and allow ourselves to be formed by grace into a people who are meek and 
merciful, peacemakers and justice-seekers. Mostly, I want my children and everyone to 
know this blessedness is not an achievement, but is a grace, found and forged in 
community. 

 
We gather around perhaps the most significant sign of this community and the 

ways it forms us into the people God intends at this table. Here, we are one communion – 
the bread broken, the wine poured, the invitation goes out to all – all – come to the table 
of grace – you poor in spirit, you meek, you persecuted, you mourning, you merciful, you 
shalom-makers – come, for you have a place at the table of blessedness, of happiness, of 
joy.  

 
From the mountain hear the words – you are welcome here. For the sake of the 

world, come. Amen. 


