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It can come as a surprise to people that the Sermon on the Mount, one the best-loved passages in 

all the New Testament, isn’t really a sermon at all. We imagine crowds all around Jesus 

(probably due to artists’ inaccurate renderings of the scene) but what Matthew actually tells us is 

that Jesus went up the mountain when he saw the crowds – probably to get away from them for a 

bit – and his disciples joined him. These would be the four fishermen whose calling we heard 

about last week, as well as others whom he had called in the meantime. Jesus doesn’t take up 

with the crowds again until the lessons are over and he and the disciples have come back down 

from the mountain. 

 

This is significant because after following Jesus throughout the region and witnessing the 

miraculous healings and the teachings in their synagogues, it was time for the disciples to 

understand a little better just what this “kingdom of heaven” business was all about. The Sermon 

on the Mount is actually Jesus’ very first “classroom”, private teaching, with his disciples. It’s 

specific, and intended to prepare the twelve for what lies ahead. He begins by telling them what 

true blessing is, and where, when, and how to find it. His disciples couldn’t know it yet, but there 

would come a time when all they would have to rely on would be God’s blessing.  

 

The Beatitudes are not goals to be reached, or declarations of spiritual perfection; they are 

statements about what constitutes true blessing in the here and now, and also how to recognize 

that blessing, where to find it.  

Put into this context, what Jesus says can be truly surprising, maybe even disturbing, for those of 

us who consider ourselves “blessed” by our life circumstances or who envy others who appear to 

have more than we have. They strip our lives, and in some cases even our faith practices, down 

to the basics. The word blessed used here actually means “happy”; but if we look seriously at 

what Jesus says, most of us probably wonder how anyone could be happy – as we understand it - 

in the situations he describes:  

 someone at his lowest ebb;  

 someone who has lost a person whom she deeply, deeply loves;  

 someone who is criticized by friends and family, or gets “trolled” on the internet for 

putting himself at risk and standing up for God’s justice over against irrational fears and 

popular opinion. 

 Do we truly “hunger and thirst after righteousness” no matter what such righteousness 

might cost us?  

 Can our hearts ever be pure enough to “see God” – what does that even mean?  

 And looking at the nature of the people and the entities that run the world,  how could the 

meek – those who are humble and grounded in God – possibly inherit the earth?  

And yet Jesus is very clear that God stands with those who experience these kinds of 

circumstances, the very situations that most of us try hard to avoid.  

 

So the Beatitudes remind us that if we’re truly going to follow Jesus, we’ve got to be willing to 

see that those who appear to lack so much and be so badly positioned in life – people whom it’s 

easy just to feel sorry for, or whose situations cause us to utter that most heretical of statements 

“There but for the grace of God go I” –  



people who are nonetheless loved by God and blessed by God; and because that is the case, God 

calls us not to pity them, but to serve and love and bless them, to stand with them, whether 

they’re refugees or immigrants, the homeless on our streets, the struggling friend or neighbor 

next door – you know, the one who appears to have it all together but in reality is falling apart 

the people who work really hard and still can’t make living wage…the list is a long one. God 

calls us to stand with them and identify with them, because indeed they do have the grace of 

God. That’s our work to be done.  

 

But before we can do it, we must believe in the truth of the Beatitudes – really believe it. I must 

admit, I struggle with that – perhaps you do, as well. I think of a lot of the “stuff” in my life that 

gives me joy that I don’t relish giving up; the people that I love, that I cannot even think about 

losing. But the Beatitudes remind me that God would still love and bless me if that happened; 

that if in fact I, if any of us, were to lose everything and be forced to depend solely on the grace 

of God, we would find love and blessing. They are a caution to us not to depend on the wrong 

things, or the wrong people. That in itself goes against the grain of certain strains of popular 

American Christianity. The so-called “Prosperity Gospel”, for example, preaches the message 

that privilege is equal to blessing. It paints a distorted vision of who Jesus is and what Jesus 

wants for his disciples. 

A couple of weeks ago I ran across a song by Gregory Porter called “Take Me to the Alley”. 

(Anybody know it?) This song gets it; the words go like this: 

Well, they guild their houses In preparation for the king 
And they line the sidewalks With every sort of shiny thing 
They will be surprised When they hear him say 
Take me to the alley 
Take me to the afflicted ones 
Take me to the lonely ones that somehow lost their way 
Let them hear me say I am your friend 
Come to my table 
Rest here in my garden 
You will have a pardon.1 

 

We cannot find blessing in whatever privileges we enjoy. That doesn’t mean all privilege is bad, 

but we need to put it in perspective. The Beatitudes help us do that, as Jesus calls us away from 

misplaced trust and misguided goals, and into ever deeper dependence on God and what God 

requires of us. 

 

And what does God require of us? You heard the prophet Micah, who puts it succinctly: “Do 

justice, love mercy, walk humbly with your God.” That is what God requires of us. It’s really 

very simple. And yet it can be so very, very difficult. 

 

Someone else put it succinctly this week, in a different way (and she doesn’t know I’m about to 

quote her!). If you’ve had a chance to look at the Annual Report, you may have read Tracey 

Solano’s piece on baking altar bread, in which she writes 

                                                           
1 ©Gregory Porter, 2016, Blue Note Records. Watch Porter sing it at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qj5z4SbrH20&list=PL338olheSKJm93KtP3tuQqdsbf9fNyTWJ&index=4  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qj5z4SbrH20&list=PL338olheSKJm93KtP3tuQqdsbf9fNyTWJ&index=4


Isn’t it refreshing that, in Christ, our value isn’t based on an hourly wage, annual salary, 
year-end bonus, or 401K earnings! Our maker doesn’t care how much we make. He does 
care how much we love Him – and each other. When I bake altar bread it lifts me out of 
any lowly mood I’ve stumbled into. Maybe I am more of a breadwinner than my W-2 
reports show!  Maybe you R-2?....please remember, whether you are kneading dough or 
needing bread, God is the best provider of all. There you have it, in simple English – the 
bottom line. 2  

The bottom line indeed - thank you, Tracey!  

 

As we begin to live into this new year in our parish, it is my hope, my prayer, that we will 

continue to find ways to recognize and name the true blessings that God gives us, and that we 

will immerse ourselves more deeply in the needs of the world, locally and beyond. We are small, 

and while some of our resources may be limited, God’s blessing is never limited. That is the 

gospel truth! 
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