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               Luke 6:17-26


As you might know, a couple of weeks ago I had a chance to preach at the worship service at Agape House, a ministry in Baltimore City that we partner with in many ways.  I was really looking forward to the chance to stretch out and enjoy the process of preaching.  You see, Sandy told me that Rev. Robinson regularly preaches for 30 or 40 minutes.  You know, I can’t get away with that here at KC!  So there I was, chomping at the bit to get started, when Rev. Robinson calls up Sister Faye to sing a couple of songs to get the crowd warmed up.  Who here has every heard Sister Faye sing?  Well, it’s not an experience you’ll soon forget.  She started off with “Ordinary People”, and then sang a special request from Rev. Robinson, “His Eye is on the Sparrow”.  Do you know that song?  Previously, I had only heard it played with heavy vibrato on small electric organs at funeral parlors, or sung as a solo (also with heavy vibrato) by elderly soprano soloists.  When Sister Faye sang it, it was a totally different song.  It wasn’t gentle and soothing—although she did start out that way.  It quickly became a declaration to the world—something that she and that whole community claimed with passion and great assurance:  I’m happy! (she shouted)  I’m free!  I KNOW God watches me!  


By the time I got up to preach, I wasn’t sure the 40 minute sermon I had worked so hard on really had anything to add.  I stood up in the pulpit, looked out at the room, and then looked at Faye and said, “It sounded like you actually believed that!  It sounded like you actually are happy—right now, right here!”  And she, and that whole room of people, assured me that they absolutely did.  “Then, I don’t really need to preach, do I?” I said.  (And they all laughed, and then I preached anyways!)


So, what do you think made Sister Faye happy?  When she stood up there in the back room of Agape House and sang her heart out declaring that she was happy right then and there, what was she talking about?


Do you think that she was saying that she’s happy that she’s poor?  That the community that she lives in and works in is filled with poor people who come to Agape House on a Sunday afternoon in part because they get a big, hot meal after worship, and they don’t have the money to provide their families a meal like that in their own homes?


That’s a pretty crazy thing to suggest, isn’t it?  And yet, when people read the Beatitudes, they often read them this way.  They read them as “if-then” statements such as “If you are poor, then you will be happy” or “If you are hungry, then you will be happy” or “If people persecute you, then you will be happy.”  Those are pretty weird things to say, aren’t they?  And yet, there have been Christians throughout history who have thought that was what Jesus meant, and they actually went out trying to make themselves miserable in order to get this prize, this “blessedness” that Jesus talks about in the Beatitudes.


Maybe even the person who wrote the Gospel of Matthew thought the Beatitudes were instructions for how to get blessed, and maybe that’s why he softened them up a bit.  

Blessed are the poor in spirit, he says, and blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.  That sounds more or less reasonable, doesn’t it?  It sounds like Jesus is recommending to his disciples certain attitudes, inner states, that will help them to be “blessed”, not that poverty or hunger or persecution make people happy.  But Luke doesn’t add those refinements.  He says “Blessed are you who are poor…” and “Blessed are you who are hungry now…”  And I just can’t imagine that Jesus was saying that those actual, physical states make you happy.  He had been hungry (remember his 40 days in the wilderness without food?) and he had been poor (his family had been refugees in Egypt, remember?).  His life wasn’t ruled by a desire to avoid pain or discomfort.  But he didn’t say that pain and discomfort somehow earn you favor from God.


So what is Jesus talking about?  Another common interpretation of this passage is that he is talking about what is going to happen after we die.  That’s like saying that Sister Faye was so happy because she knew that being poor is PROOF that when she dies, she’s going to be super rich.  Do you think that’s what made her sing with so much spirit?  Was she so happy because she just couldn’t wait to die?  Well, some people do read the Beatitudes that way, and it’s a particularly useful interpretation for encouraging people not to complain about their current lot in life, to just accept their poverty as the Way it Has to Be.  The only problem with this interpretation is that Jesus doesn’t teach people to just stay quiet and content.  In fact, when it came time for him to preach his first sermon in his home synagogue, he declared the purpose of his ministry to be, “to bring good news to the poor...to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind…to let the oppressed go free (and) to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  That doesn’t sound much like put up and shut up to me!


So what was Jesus talking about in the Beatitudes?  If these statements aren’t cause and effect (being poor makes you happy) and if these statements aren’t a sequence of events (you’re poor now, and after you die you’ll be rich) then what are they?  I think the key to unlocking the puzzle of these scriptures is Sister Faye and her incredible song.  She was happy NOT because she was earning God’s favor, and NOT because God had promised her a reward in the future.  She was happy because of something that she felt, something that she knew, right then and there as she sang her song.  She said, “His eye is on the sparrow, and I know he watches me.”  She was happy because she felt connected to God, watched by love, and most especially loved and cared for by God.  As she stood up to sing at Agape House, she was so alive in that love, so fully present in her relationship to God, that not only was she able to say with complete authenticity that she was happy, but she was able to communicate that happiness, that blessedness to others so that they caught it too.


Poverty can keep you separated from all kinds of things and people, while in this world, there are many experiences which have an admission price, the experience of the Kingdom of God is just not one of those things.


That, in the end, is what Jesus meant when he stood up in his home synagogue, read those words from Isaiah about the coming of the year of the Lord’s favor when the captives are released and the blind are given sight.  He read those words and then said, “This scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  He declared that his presence among them meant that God’s promises were fulfilled here and now.  The realm of God, the Kingdom of God, is not something that we earn, either through sacrifice or through merit.  It’s not something that God dangles ahead of us, like a carrot at the end of a stick, to get us to slog through our miserable lives yearning for the day that we die.  No—the Kingdom of God is something that we can actually live into now.

We spend so much time worrying about faith in Jesus—whether we have it right, whether we have enough, whether others have it, or need to have it.  Maybe what we really called to embrace is the faith OF Jesus, which is to said, the belief he had that Isaiah’s words were fulfilled, that the Kingdom of God is among us, fulfilled in our hearing and our living and our loving.  


Does that kind of faith actually matter?  Does it make a difference?  After all, when Sister Faye stopped singing that morning, she was still blind, and still poor, and most everyone else at Agape House was still poor too.  Was Jesus’ message about the Kingdom nothing more that an attitude adjustment?  Was he just encouraging his followers to look on the bright side?  To answer that question—to see if the reality of the Kingdom of God actually makes a difference in the Kingdom of This World—try this experiment.  The next time you see someone who is poor, or who is hungry, or who is persecuted, the next time you see someone who the world would consider unfortunate, look at that person (at their face, at their image in a picture) and think to yourself, “Blessed are you.”  Say it out loud if you dare.  And then act accordingly.  Treat that person as though they had a blessing from God, one that is so good that you would like to have some of it yourself.


Friends, this is the Good News of the Gospel:  In the Kingdom of God, no one is insignificant.  There are no hopeless cases.  No one is beyond God’s love and God’s promise.  And the Kingdom of God is at hand.

PAGE  
1

