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Blessed are Who?
It is remarkable, and perhaps a little sad, how quickly I
tune out the Beatitudes when they come up in the
lectionary. “Blessed are the poor of yep, I remember how
this one goes.” There’s a popular song by David Haas
based on this reading called “Blest Are They.” The verses
run together in my head, but they slowly build into a
powerful and unforgettable refrain:
“Rejoice and be glad! Blessed are you, holy are you.
Rejoice and be glad! Yours is the Kingdom of God!”

When I read the Beatitudes, I inevitably start doing so in
the rhythm of that song. It’s joyous and affirming and a
beautiful mix of both the meditative and the exuberant
aspects of liturgy. It’s the kind of music that you
inevitably end up humming after Sunday and well into
Monday.
Reading it again, I wonder if the beauty of the hymn
hasn’t clouded my memory of the actual passage. The
refrain is directed at “you,” which I typically take to be
“me.” But in scripture, Jesus actually switches subjects at
the end of his list—for most of the lesson, he’s referring to
“they,” a group of people presumably not present. It’s
only at the end that he switches to the second person and
says (to us, we presume) that we are blessed when we are
insulted or persecuted. Up until that point, it’s not “us”
being blessed; it’s “them.” The translation factor adds a
new and confusing layer on top of this—was that how
Jesus intended to say things?
Furthermore, translations change the subject of each
sentence dramatically. The poor in spirit is alternatively
translated as “those who know they are spiritually
poor,” “those who recognize they are spiritually helpless,"
or “those who know there is nothing good in themselves.
"While they may all be a translator’s earnest effort to
bring Jesus’ words and meaning into modern English, they
contain substantively different nuances and, perhaps,
direct our attention to different people. So who, exactly, is
blessed in all of this?
It’s easy to personalize readings that aren’t necessarily
meant to be personalized. We can easily interpret “blessed
are they who mourn,” to say “blessed am I when I mourn,”

but that isn’t the way Jesus framed it. He’s speaking to a
large crowd; certainly some among them are mourning,
or are thirsting for righteousness, or making peace, but he
calls their attention away from themselves and towards
who is missing. His proclamations almost ask the
question: “Who is it I know who is gentle and merciful
and pure of heart, and do they know that they’re
especially blessed?”
Catholic theologians incorporate this reading when
explaining our doctrine of “preferential option for the
poor,” that is, our recognition that those on the margins
and those who are most negatively affected by the
injustices of our world are especially beloved by God and
must be especially served by us. Living with a
preferential option for the poor means constantly looking
around and wondering who we have left out so that we
can find ways to bring them in.
With this lens, we can see that we shouldn’t be
preoccupied with taking the Beatitudes personally—that
is, as all about ourselves—when we could instead be
watching for these people who, in spite of their struggles,
have a special closeness with the divine.
Blessed are YOU, well-dressed widow who comes to
church by herself every week. Blessed are YOU, mother
of that noticeably squirmy preschooler and the baby who
just discovered the fun of yelling in echo-y churches.
Blessed are YOU, gentleman who looks like he’s been
doing hard physical labor before church and didn’t have
time to change clothes. And especially blessed are you,
people who are so far away from me and my reality that I
don’t even know your daily struggles. Because God’s
blessings aren’t just about me—they’re about how I can
bring blessing to your life.
~ Emily Kahm, Modern Metanoia

Reflecting on the Word
____1st Reading: Micah 6:1-8
How are you engaged in the “Micah Mandate” to do
justice? To love kindness? To walk humbly with God?
Are you able to cite any examples? How might our world
be any different if we were serious about that mandate?
Micah 6:8 is sometimes known as the “Hebrew
Beatitudes.” It is quite easy to let Micah’s poetic dictum –
to act justly, love kindness and walk humbly – roll off our
tongues. It is quite another to live out the principles.
What might be getting in the way of the fulfillment of
Micah 6:8? What does it mean to live as a religious
person in a secular world? Squamish United Church of
Christ

____Psalm Reading: Psalm 15
Reflect on the past week. How have you failed to be
honest? Take your failings to Christ. What does he have
to say to you? What must a person do to be worthy to
approach the Lord ("dwell in your sanctuary")? What,
according to this psalm, keeps a person from being
shaken? What would it be like to live "on the holy hill"
of the Lord? When is it hard to keep a promise? How
might this psalm help you to make specific choices for
honesty in your dealings with other people? What forms
of self-discipline would you recommend to someone who
wanted to become more truthful? What help in being
honest do you need? Quiet Time Bible Study, InterVarsity
Press

Praying Toward Sunday
Oh God
Our Creator, Redeemer, SustainerHow do we thank you?
How do we show our gratitude?
Do you want signs and sacrifices?
Do you want gold and cattle?
Can we turn over our children to you?
Would that repay our debt, make everything right?
Tell us, what do you require in return for all your
goodness?
Oh God,
Our teacher, example, companion—
You have shown us what is good,
and call us to remember
that what you require is not
repayment of debt
or settling the score,
but obedience.
Show us, God
When to do justice,
how to love kindness,
and where to walk,
humbly,
with You.
Amen.

~ Dana Cassell, Church of the Brethren

But not so with this inward, vital, joyous
righteousness rooted in true love of God and man.
They who crave it "shall be filled," or better, "shall
find it to be satisfying." One might eat and eat of
the superficial, cotton candy righteousness vended
by the professional religious hucksters and never
have his hunger assuaged. Or he might drink and
drink of their holy water and never have his thirst
quenched. But the kingdom righteousness is meat
indeed and drink indeed - rich, nourishing,
satisfying. Blessed are they who hunger and thirst
for it, for they shall find that it meets their deepest
needs.
-Clarence Jordon 1912-1969
The Sermon on the Mount,
via At Thee Edge of Enclosure, Suzanne Guthrie

____3rd Reading: 1 Corinthians 1:18-31

What kinds of things are valued in our society (e.g., power,
money, intelligence)? What kinds of jobs are most sought
after, and what traits are needed to get them? What is so
foolish about the cross, from a worldly standpoint? Jesus’
death and resurrection are, according to Paul, counterintuitive to both Jews and Greeks. Why do you think God
chose to plant the seed of the Good News in such
confusing and countercultural ways? How did the whole
of Jesus’ life – his birth, his ministry and death/
resurrection – affirm and lift up those who were considered
unimportant in society in that time? Do you think Paul’s
speaking only of our beliefs, or is he talking about our
lifestyles also? Look back at the list you made in the
opening question. How does the Gospel affirm these
things? How is the Gospel sometimes contrary to these
things? What do we gain by thinking and living by the
Gospel’s counter-cultural ways? What does the world
gain? Faith Element
____4th Reading: Matthew 5:1-12
We read of Christians in other countries suffering
unemployment, beatings, imprisonment, and worse. Is
persecution an inevitable experience for Christians here in
the West? What forms of persecution do you see in your
community, school, family, or place of employment?
What is the most subtle form of persecution you have
experienced or seen aimed at other Christians? What is
your Christian faith costing you? Look back over the list of
character qualities described by Jesus in the previous
beatitudes (Matt.5:3-9). How might growing in one of
these areas help you to be ready to face persecution? When
some difficulty comes to you for being a Christian, how
might Jesus’ promise of a great reward be of
encouragement to you? Northshore Community Baptist
Church

