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Luke 6:17-26
17 He came down with them and stood on a level place, with a great crowd of his disciples and a great multitude of people from all Judea, Jerusalem, and the coast of Tyre and Sidon. 18They had come to hear him and to be healed of their diseases; and those who were troubled with unclean spirits were cured. 19And all in the crowd were trying to touch him, for power came out from him and healed all of them.
20 Then he looked up at his disciples and said:
‘Blessed are you who are poor,
   for yours is the kingdom of God.
21 ‘Blessed are you who are hungry now,
   for you will be filled.
‘Blessed are you who weep now,
   for you will laugh.
22 ‘Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile you, and defame you on account of the Son of Man. 23Rejoice on that day and leap for joy, for surely your reward is great in heaven; for that is what their ancestors did to the prophets.
24 ‘But woe to you who are rich,
   for you have received your consolation.
25 ‘Woe to you who are full now,
   for you will be hungry.
‘Woe to you who are laughing now,
   for you will mourn and weep.
26 ‘Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is what their ancestors did to the false prophets.

We have just read the first section of what’s called The Sermon on the Plain. You may have previously heard of The Sermon on the Mount – it’s a little more well-known than this one – but these two sermons are similar, and they also have their differences. The Sermon on the Mount is in Matthew’s Gospel and there Jesus is up on a mountain – he’s a bit elevated from his disciples - and it’s longer, almost three times as long as the Sermon on the Plain. In today’s reading, Jesus is at a level place and eye-to-eye with his listeners. And in both, the Sermon on the Mount and the Sermon on the Plain, they come on the heels of Jesus calling his disciples and inviting them to follow him. His public ministry really starts here. 

Our reading comes right after Jesus has been up all night praying on a mountain by himself. And we could say this first sermon of his is a way of saying, “This is the way of life I am inviting you into! And so if are you ready… come and follow me!”

In this first section of The Sermon on the Plain, Jesus contrasts these four states of being. He says,
Blessed are you who are poor …and then later…Woe to you who are rich.
	Blessed are you who are hungry now...and Woe to you who are full now.
	Blessed are you who weep now…and Woe to you who are laughing now.
Blessed are you when people hate you…and Woe to you when ALL speak well of you.

What an opener to a sermon!!

No matter how we heard these Blessings from Jesus, I doubt anyone yearns to be in the predicament they describe. They seem so upside down, right?! I don’t really want to be poor and struggling to make ends meet. I sure don’t rush to experience hunger pains; they’re uncomfortable. To be crying and weeping is not an emotion that sounds inviting to me at all. And to be hated, to be excluded and reviled and defamed for belief or trust in Jesus sounds horrible. 

[bookmark: _Hlk95399669]And yet, Jesus looks at his disciples and says, “Bless-ed are you who are poor and hungry and weeping and hated.” What?! If we look around at our world, our world seems to be saying the complete opposite, right!? As a society, we tend to look down on the poor. To be hungry or experience any kind of discomfort is to be shunned. Our world says to run away from discomfort as fast as you can! And don’t move towards feelings of grief and sadness, but at the very minimum try and not experience them because they’re not fun or enjoyable! And leap for joy when people hate you?! What?! Forget that! Instead do whatever it takes to be liked and accepted.

What Jesus is inviting his disciples, and us, into seems like an upside-down version of reality. It’s just about the complete opposite of what the world tells us to do. And yet, he says to be poor, and hungry, and weeping and hated is to be blessed of God.

The English word Blessed comes from the Greek word Makarios, which is also sometimes translated as happy. In other translations, you’ll sometimes hear Happy are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. Happy are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled. And we understand happiness in a completely different way, don’t we? We understand it as this blissful state of being where everything is as it should be. We are not usually happy when we are poor, hungry, weeping or hated. I sure am not.

But even the translation of the word Makarios into Blessed, we often link it with forms of happiness, such as contentment, gratitude, peace. Everything is as it should be. I’ve often responded to the question “How are you doing today?” is this way:

I’m good, I’m blessed. God has blessed me. My family’s well, work’s going well, I just had a great vacation. I am blessed.

This word, Makarios, has more to it than just how we understand happiness, and even the word Blessed. Makarios has a sense of describing how we stand before God.[footnoteRef:1] How we are relating to God. How we are open to the mystery of God in our lives. To be Makarios of God, to be Blessed of God is to find ourselves in a place where we need God and our hands and our heart are open to God.   [1:  Gay L. Byron, Luke 6:17-26, Feasting on the Word Year C Vol. 1 (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2009), 361.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk95399978]Blessed are you who are poor, and hungry, and weeping and hated because you need God. Blessed are you who recognize there is a space within yourself that God is longing to fill. Blessed are you who realize there is a crack within you. The world seems to say to cover up that crack. Put some duct tape over that. Seal it shut. But Jesus seems to be saying, No, that’s how God enters in.

The Canadian singer, songwriter, and poet Leonhard Cohen said it so well: 
“There is a crack in everything…and that’s where the light gets in.”

Blessed are you who are poor, and hungry, and weeping and hated.

And maybe we could add to it…

Blessed are you who are lacking…in any way.
Blessed are you who know you need healing.
Blessed are you who know there is more to life than what you have, or what you have accomplished.
Blessed are you who are at your wit’s end. 
Blessed are you who are no longer in control. 
Blessed are you who long to be whole and know that you are not.
Blessed are you who are longing for something … more. 
Blessed are you who know that you need to belong to something greater than just what everyone thinks about you.

You are blessed of God because your hands and your heart are open, and you are yearning to receive.
[bookmark: _Hlk95399874]
Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.
In 2007, I was a part of a mission trip with my church to the Dominican Republic. We split our team up into two groups and my group spent the week in Santo Domingo, the capital of the Dominican Republic, and we were laying the foundation for what would eventually become a new school. And on my second-to-last day I was invited to go out to visit the site where our second team was working, and it was about a half-hour away in a very rural area. In the city of Santo Domingo, in terms of material possessions, it was sparse – it was very different than what I was accustomed to. 

But out here, in the country, at our second site they had nothing. Nothing. And as I was walking to our site, I came across this family. Their home was smaller than size of my living room and patched together with cardboard and tin. And two sisters, maybe 4 and 5 yrs. Old were playing outside with their mother close by. And I stopped and watched them for a couple minutes. They had nothing in terms of material possessions, and yet I felt this deep joy radiate from them. It was a depth of joy that, honestly, I wasn’t experiencing. The girls and their mother had this deep gratitude within them, and for the gift of life and a new day, and for all that they had. On that day, I realized that family was more in touch and living within the kingdom of God than I was. They had something I didn’t quite have.

Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled.
One year when I was a youth director right outside Chicago, we joined up with a couple other youth groups for a retreat called 30 Hour Famine. We spent a night at a church fasting for 30 hours and learning about world hunger. Prior to that I had never gone that long without eating. On Saturday at 4pm we broke our fast and a team of parents had prepared this delicious soup, salad, and bread meal for us. Being one of the adults, we let our teens go first and I took my place at the back of the line. 

And as I sat there smelling the soup and looking at the bread, I was so hungry and uncomfortable that I was ready to crawl out of my skin. As I watched this teenage boy slowly butter his bread, everything in me wanted to walk up to him, pick him up and gently move him to the side so I could eat. I was so uncomfortable and everything in me longed for food and to be filled. My turn finally came, and I ate, and I went home.

Hunger pains can tell us something else about what it means to be human. To be hungry is to sit in discomfort, which is uncomfortable. We…I so often want to run from discomfort and find something that will distract me, but that discomfort is telling us something. A question we can ask ourselves is within our discomfort what are we longing for? What within us is reaching out desiring and yearning? On the other side of hunger and discomfort, there is a longing waiting to be discovered. What are we longing for that God is waiting to fill?

Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.
I just recently got back from Arizona where I spent most of the week in a program designed around spiritual formation. And we’d often gather as a group, about 17 of us, and share what was going on within us. The leaders encouraged us to not sugarcoat it and be as honest, open and real as we could be. And as we went around the circle and shared, I found myself jealous at times of those who were more in touch with expressing their feelings than I am. They could access their grief more easily than I can – tears, sadness, healthy anger. 

When we don’t grieve, when we don’t feel our emotions and allow them to rise within and be released, they get pushed down, and get caught and lodged within us. To grieve and to feel emotions is to be human. And when we can access those uncomfortable emotions, there is a certain release that happens. We feel lighter, we feel more whole, and we have the capacity to be more compassionate to others. To grieve is to be fully human; to be who God created us to be.

Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile you, and defame you on account of the Son of Man. Rejoice on that day and leap for joy, for surely your reward is great in heaven; for that is what their ancestors did to the prophets.
One of the harder realizations that we experience in life is to accept the fact that not everyone will like you, and there’s nothing you can do about that. And that’s difficult, but it’s also the opportunity to find your sense of worth in something greater than the opinions of others. 
That realization can actually push us towards God. And our tradition says that we belong to God, always. It’s not about us and our wavering faith and level of commitment on any given day, it’s about God, and our standing with God from God’s vantage point.

This could be a great spiritual practice. Begin each day and look in the mirror and see all of yourself…all you like and all you don’t like…and utter these words, even if you don’t fully feel it or believe it: I belong to God. I belong to God.

To be Blessed of God, is to live in need of God. And if we have everything or think we have everything, or think we don’t need anything, God becomes more of a thought, or an idea, and not the living, moving, healing, and inviting presence that God is in our lives.

Because, we never have everything. We are never complete. We all have what Leonhard Cohen said, these cracks within us.

To be Blessed of God is to know that you are in need. It’s to stand in the presence of God with your hands and heart open, yearning to receive. 

Because that’s how the light gets in.

Thanks be to God.
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