Sermon C Epiphany 4, 20256
In St Matthew’s Gospel, that we heard read out this morning, Jesus teaches some verses called the Beatitudes, which means the belessings.  In St Matthew’s Gospel, this teaching took place on a high mountain.  This was the second high mountain Jesus had ascended since the start of his ministry, and his baptism by John in the River Jordan.  The first high mountain was the one Satan took Jesus to during his temptations, to survey the nations of the earth which Satan then offered to Jesus if he would follow and obey only him.  We know Jesus did not submit to this  temptation.  This second high mountain was one Jesus himself wanted to climb so that he could spend quiet time in prayer with God, and this experience seems to have cancelled out the negative one with Satan, as at the end of Jesus’ prayer time he was ready to share teaching that has been central to the Christian faith ever since.
The teaching Jesus shared with the crowds is known as the Beatitudes.  Interestingly, when Matthew tells the story in his Gospel, he has Jesus remaining on the mountain to teach.  Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount becomes in Luke, the Sermon on the Plain, 
Immediately Jesus turns on its head the human value system that prevailed in the near east in his lifetime.:
· Blessed are the poor or the poor in spirit   It is certainly a strange thing to saythe poor are blessed, as very often those who are poor certainly do not feel blessed. Will meeting Jesus change their quality of life? Well not in material or economic terms.  Most will likely remain poor; but despite their poverty they will receive the kingdom of God: the most significant spiritual reward both in the here and now, in the age to come and into eternity. 
· The poor in spirit can mean two things: those who are sad or depressed, or those who have humility. Jesus does not unpack it for us. The poor, the sad and depressed and the people who have humility are all blessed because Jesus gives them the gift of the kingdom which means a new consciousness in the here and now, and a promise of life with God in the future and into eternity.
· Blessed are the hungry and thirsty: So, then, having met Jesus, do we expect that from now on the tables of the hungry will overflow with food in the here and now? The answer is no, no such miracle in the immediate future is expected.  Instead, the hungry will know their spiritual hunger, their thirst for righteousness and their their hunger for the presence of God in their lives will be met; also the promises of God into the future are secured for them. Above all, they will find their deepest satisfaction at the banquet with God at the end of time, and into all eternity.
· Blessed are those who mourn: So then, strangely, the sorrowful are blessed: because they will laugh. The word laughter occurs for “comforted “ in a number of the New Testament translations.   You may be interested to know that this is the only use of the word “laugh” in the whole of the New Testament, indicating perhaps that joy and happiness were not expected to invade the everyday lives of an oppressed and occupied nation.  Despite the low expectation, Jesus promises both laughter and comfort as a gift. 
· Finally, it is the persecuted and excluded who are blessed. So then strangely, the socially excluded, the ostracized ones like lepers and prostitutes and tax collectors, those who were considered unclean and not fit to be admitted to the synagogue or Temple; those who gave their lives following him.  They are the blessed, and Jesus places them in the same category as the prophets who were also persecuted, and tells them that their reward will be great in heaven.
Note, this is not a prosperity Gospel.  It doesn’t say that God will bless and reward these groups of people if they do the right thing in the here and now. It says that God has a sense and a knowledge of the pain and suffering that comes from unjust systems and practices, and that God will turn these on their heads starting now but not finishing fully until the end times come and God will be all in all. 
This would have reassured Jesus’ hearers as they were brought up to believe the end times were close, that the kingdom of God was about to be realized among them.  It would have enlivened them to know that God heard their cries against injustice and the oppression of Roman occupation.
I wonder whether it is the same for us, although we hear Jesus words in a completely different historical and social context.  So for example, if I were to stop here, I wonder whether some of you would have caught the sense of hope and grace and perhaps empowerment in the Beatitudes, as I am sure Jesus intended.  I suspect though that some of us might be left feeling disappointed that the promises sound too heavenly minded to be any earthly good… Some of you might be troubled by the question, but what is the blessing of being part of God’s kingdom now? How do these words help us in the sort of times that we have been facing in our own world? 
In the Old Testament there are many references to the difference between a blessed and a cursed life, the difference between choosing blessing over being cursed. The cursed life according to the Prophet Jeremiah for example, is likened to that of a shrub in the desert. It is constantly parched, exposed, vulnerable, lonely, unsupported, unresourced and bedded in a toxic waste represented by the salt land.    Jeremiah offers this is a symbol for what happens to those who have cut themselves off from God.
The blessed life is like a tree planted besides flowing streams that has deep roots in the good land.  It represents life, nurture, resource, beauty and creativity.  It sends out roots grounding itself in hopefulness which makes it stable and enduring, and is never anxious even when drought conditions develop. Jeremiah offers this picture as a symbol for what happens to those who have grounded their lives in faith.
Once again, the Beatitudes is not a prosperity gospel.  It doesn’t say that the Christian life will always be easy. But it does in a way answer the question: what does being in the kingdom of God look like even in an uncertain age like ours?  Its answer is that it looks like an openness to trust, hopefulness and resilience no matter the outward circumstances of our lives.
We Christians are not called by Jesus to be a wealthy, successful people, but a people who live out our lives grounded in the love and hopefulness of God. We look forward to the blessed eternity promised in the Beatitudes, but we recognize that there is a blessedness associated with life here on earth too, if we place our faith and trust in a good and holy God, who is always ready to strengthen us to be a good and holy (and blessed) people.
Amen 
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