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Simplicity, Hopefulness and Compassion

Matthew 5: 1-12

January 30, 2011


It is one of the most quoted passages in the New Testament -- at least snippets of it.  The passage that has been printed on posters and wall hangings from time eternal -- my grandmother had one.  It has been embroidered on pillows and printed on bumper stickers.  There’s even a famous highway sign on Interstate 5 where I come from where you can read them -- in the King James of course - as you cruise by at 65.   Well, at least you can read the first 2 or 3.


Yes -- Charles Cook says -- every time we hear the Beatitudes read -- its almost like hearing them for the first time in their poetic beauty.  But just as likely - because most of us have heard them read before -- we may have also -- at times -- grown ‘tone-deaf” to them -perhaps in the same way as we recite the Lord’s Prayer each week.  Yet the downside is that if we pause to really listen to Jesus’ words to the crowd on the Mount -- we might also be struck -- even a little overwhelmed -- Cook says by what may seem their impracticality in the world where we live.  


Yes -- we admire and are challenged by their instruction -- but we may also be alittle intimidated by  the implications of putting those words into actual practice.  Yes -- we live in a time when blessings are given to those who succeed -- often at the expense of others.  For to be “poor in spirit” -- for example -- will generally get your nowhere in this culture grounded in competition and getting ahead.  

I was considering Cook’s thoughts on all of this the other night as I listened to President Obama deliver his State of the Union Speech and his party’s opponents present their rebuttals.   And yes -- the speakers -- depending on your point of view -- could have been considered poetic -- visionary -- perhaps even prophetic -- at least in a secular sense.


Not only that -- the pundits and commentators observe that at least for now since the Tucson tragedy -- there is at least more civility among our lawmakers.  In fact --some of the members of Congress on Tuesday night sat with their so-called “date” -- that is -- a lawmaker from “across the aisle.”   And thank goodness -- every American should be grateful that they are at least trying.  


Looking at all of this from a different angle though -- the rub is that most members of Congress are religious -- with the exception of only five Congressman. The highest percentage of our lawmakers are Protestant -- 51%.  And interestingly enough -- I discovered that while only 2.7% of the American population is Presbyterian -- 8 ½ % of Congress are one of the frozen chosen, as we like to quip about ourselves.  But a thought occurred to me -- what if even one of those Christians --  or Jew or Muslim who have similar scriptures -- what if even one those who delivered speeches just stood and read the Beatitudes?  For though we are certainly zealous about the separation of church and state -- aren’t the Beatitudes a summation of American ideals at their best?


For example -- Blessed are those that mourn.  Ronald Allen says that Jesus did not mean just those who sorrow over the loss of a loved one.   No -- to mourn in Jesus’ day meant the religious faithful mourned our brokenworld that is far from God’s purpose.  Blessed are those poor in spirit -- those who lack courage and confidence -- perhaps one who has lost his job -- and thereby lost hope -- which of course is the precondition for another of another of the Beatitudes -- Blessed are the merciful.  Blessed are the meek --the humble--for humility can seem in short supply in the halls of Congress.  But even more than that -- Cook says -- the humble in heart are more likely to truly seek righteousness -- that is God’s love, truth justice and peace.   And of course -- there is the 7th Beatitude spoken by Jesus that day that does not need further elaboration -- Blessed are the peacemakers.


But I digress.  The point of all of this is not to poke accusatory fingers at Congress

with those ancient admonitions that can -- at least at times -- border on the edge of impractical -- that is -- turning the values of the world upside down.  But Cook says categorically -- the answer does not lie in their impracticality.  For if we approach them as an impossible challenge for daily living -- we will fail -- believing only the greatest of the saints are up to the task.


But in the meantime -- our world does not get any closer to the dawn of God’s kingdom.  And we remain unfilled in our half-hearted efforts of serving our Lord and Master.  The answer lies in their practicality.  Because the truth is -- Jesus meant the Beatitudes to be for everyone.  So just how can get our arms around the spirit and meaning of the Beatitudes?

We begin by recognizing that that living in the spirit of the Beatitudes involves looking at them as a whole.  Yes -- some days it might be easier to be meek than be a peacemaker or mournful than merciful.  But rather than examine each one individually -- let us examine all of them holistically -- for not only is each related to the other -- each builds on the others.  For example -- I’d venture to say that unless one is meek and merciful, one cannot be a peacemaker -- or at least one who is not particularly good at it.


Then let me offer three ways -- or “practices” for how to embrace the Beatitudes in our lives.  Let us begin with the practice of simplicity -- which Cook says has little to do with lack of sophistication.  Rather -- it has to do with how we look at the words of Jesus for just what they are -- not what we would prefer them to be.   For reflecting on the Beatitudes with that mindset of simplicity means being open to hearing them as they simply are -- rather than layering them with out own preconceived ideas and notions.  That includes the notion of having already decided they are impractical --impossible for us to embrace in our daily lives.


For to approach the Beatitudes with simplicity is to hear the words clearly -- to know that Jesus was speaking directly to you and me.  For if we consider them in that vein -- we do receive more courage than fear when we hear our Master say to the crowd:  You are blessed in this life whenever you demonstrate humility -- bring a peaceful presence, open your hearts to others and show mercy for those who cry for it.  Or to quote from Eugene Peterson’s “The Message” -- a contemporary translation of the Bible:  “You are blessed when you’re content with just who you are, no more, no less.  That’s the moment you find yourselves proud owners of everything that can’t be bought.  You’re blessed when you care.  At the moment of being “care-full,” you find yourselves cared for.  And you’re blessed when you can show people how to cooperate instead of compete or fight.  That’s when you discover who you really are -- and your place in God’s family.  Yes -- sisters and brothers -- hearing Jesus’ words spoken simply as they first were is the first principle for living into the spirit of the Beatitudes.


Next is the practice of hopefulness -- which there just doesn’t seem to be enough of in our world.   20th century theologian Jurgen Moltmann said once that the death knell of the church is when the overall attitude moves from anger to cynicism -- that is deciding to accept whatever is -- regardless of the consequences.  Or put another way -- the attitude or mindset of cynicism offer little hope -- if any -- that things will ever get better.


It’s like that catchy song parents and grandparents may know from The Lion King, “Hakuna Matata,” -- cynicism means no worries.  But lack of worries doesn’t mean full of hope.  In the jungle, Timon and Puumba make a new friend, Simba, who arrives after narrowly escaping death in his lion kingdom.  But Simba -- and I’d say his friends -- in spite of their cavalier attitude -- had no hope that life would ever -- could ever be better.  Life was lived day by day -- and Moltmann would say with a cynical -- problem free philosophy -- that is theology - which is a hopeless view of life -- and yes -- our world as well.


But this morning -- the Beatitudes invite us, Cook says, to take the opposite point of view -- which is hopefulness -- that means hoping and holding certain hopes Donald Capps would say.   As his followers -- we place hope in our Lord and Savior -- the one who offered hope to the hopeless throughout his ministry -- teaching the crowds on a mountainside - performing miracles -- letting the little children come to Him -- and last -- the ultimate hope -- rising on Easter from the grave.  And thus -- seizing and embracing hope -- a gift from our Master -- we are able then, to approach the world with a spirit of hope even when outward signs indicate otherwise.


Finally -- this morning is the practice of compassion.   This is not either pity or sympathy.  Compassion goes much deeper.  For to have pity for another person -- means you only feel sorry for them.  Sympathy -- Cook says -- means that you understand what another person is experiencing, and so you offer some heartfelt advice however well intentioned.


In contrast -- 20th century pastor and mystic, Henri Nouwen once offered a definition of compassion.  He said:  Compassion grows with the inner recognition that your neighbor shares your humanity with you.  This partnership cuts through all the walls that might have kept you separate -- walls of land and language -- wealth and poverty -- knowledge and ignorance.  For we all are one -- he said -- created from the same dust, and are destined for the same end.  And since we are share the gift of being created in God’s image -- we belong to each other as family.  For quite simply -- compassion requires not walking the same path with a neighbor -- but rather --  walking in his or her shoes.


Friends -- if we approach the Beatitudes in these Christian practices of simplicity - hopefulness and compassion -- we are invited into a way of being in the world, not of it -- meaning we are not being totally shaped by it.  For living into the spirit of the Beatitudes -- with a commitment to adopting those practices into our lives -- is after all -- something we all can do.  And in the process -- we can decide that all of this is not irrational at all.   Because -- Jesus himself would affirm -- that is the only truly rational approach to living our lives as his followers

.


Sisters and brothers -- blessed are all of you as you follow in our Master’s footsteps.


In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.


Amen.

Anne Stewart Miller

Montauk, New York

