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There’s a scene in Benediction by Ken Haruf that sticks with me. The novel is set in a 
small town on the Colorado high plains. The scene is the new preacher in town stepping 
into the pulpit during a time of war and turning to the Sermon on the Mount. He 
encourages the congregation to take Jesus at his word. He says that there is no reason to 
spiritualize the words or think that we know better, but we should do exactly what Jesus 
says. And, he begins to talk about love besting hate, and light overcoming darkness, 
and… 
 
And then this: 

 
But then he was abruptly halted. Someone out in the congregation was talking. 
Are you crazy? You must be insane! A man’s voice. Deep throated. Angry. Loud. 
Coming from over on the west side of the sanctuary near the windows. What’s 
wrong with you? Are you out of your mind? He stood up, a tall man in a light 
summer suit staring at Lyle. You must be crazy as hell! He turned fiercely and 
grabbed his wife’s hand, pulling her to her feet and gesturing angrily at their 
little boy. They came out of the pew and went hurrying back up the aisle and 
through the doors and out of the church. 
 

Others followed suit and by the novel’s end they’ve run the preacher out of town. 
 
Interpreting the words of Jesus is risky business. Gloss over what he says, try to soften 
the edges, and you run the risk of selling your soul as a dispenser of spiritual bromides. 
Take him at his word and you run the risk of looking for new work. 
 
And yet here we sit with the first lines of the Sermon on the Mount. The opening stanzas 
of which are beautiful, poetic, and mysterious – seemingly anchored in a dramatically 
different world than the world in which we live. They’re like lovely embroidered wall 
hangings, little reminders of some other mercy, but disconnected from day in and day out 
reality. 
 
For in this world, blessed are those with swagger, not those poor of spirit. In this world 
blessed are those who celebrate victory, not those who are broken with loss. In the world 
that I know those who are strong are blessed, not those who are weak-meek-or-mild. In 
the world that I know blessed are those who strive for success, not those who are starved 
for justice…. 
 
You get the idea. The opening of the Sermon on the Mount seems impractical, 
impossible, and other-worldly. As Kurt Vonnegut put it, “Vocal Christians, often with 
tears in their eyes, demand that the Ten Commandments be posted in public buildings. I 
haven’t heard anybody demand that the Beatitudes be posted anywhere.” 



 
So, dear friends, what are we to make of the Beatitudes? 
Do they have anything to say those who live in the real world? 

And let me again point out the incongruity of a middle-aged man, in a middle-
sized, middle-class church, in middle-American trying to make sense of the words 
of a first century iterant rabbi from the West Bank. Stuck somewhere between 
wanting to be faithful and wanting to keep his job. 

 
Let’s set our text in context. 

Matthew writes that Jesus called his first disciples and then went throughout 
Galilee healing every imaginable disease and proclaiming that the Kingdom of 
God was at hand. Crowds begin to follow. So, Jesus went up the hills that tumble 
into the Sea of Galilee and sat down with his disciples. In Luke’s version Jesus 
stands and speaks up the hill to the crowds. In Matthew’s he climbs up the hill 
and sits down with his disciples. 

 
Imagine the crowds scattered at the base of the mountains, Jesus sees them at a distance, 
and then to his first followers he says,  
 
 Look. Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom… 
 
He’s not offering a new set of commandments. 
He’s not making promises: If you do this then I’ll do that. 
He’s not exhorting or encouraging. 
He may not even be speaking about the disciples. 
He seems to be teaching his disciples about the nature of the kingdom.  
  

In this kingdom the blessing of God extends to the poor in spirit… 
In this kingdom the blessing of God extends to the grieving…. 

 
Jesus is teaching his disciples that everything they’ve thought about the world is 
backwards. In the Kingdom of God the first shall be last, the last shall be first, and the 
blessing of God extends to those whom you would least expect. This is the way of the 
Kingdom. This is the new world order. 
 
N.T. Wright puts it this way: 
 

If we think of Jesus simply sitting there telling people how to behave properly, we 
will miss what was really going on. These blessings, the wonderful news that he’s 
announcing, are not saying, “Try hard to live like this.” They are saying that 
people who already are like that are in good shape. They should be happy and 
celebrate…. 

 
Now. That seems crazy to me! Or least overstated. 

Who would say to a parent grieving the death of a child, “Blessed are you who 
morn…. Be happy and celebrate.” Or to one carrying the scars of sexual abuse, or 



one stripped of power by the toxic march of a terminal disease, “Blessed are the 
poor in spirit…. You’re in good shape.” That kind of lunacy would rightly get a 
preacher run out of town. 

 
What if we come at it this way? 

The word here for blessing is makarios. It can be translated as blessed, fortunate, 
well off, deeply content, happy, etc. It’s a slippery word that’s hard to nail down; 
but in this setting it conveys God’s favor. 

 
Favored of God are those who are merciful for they shall be shown mercy. 

 
And that favor is both present and future…. 
 

Favored of God are those who mourn (present tense) for they will be 
comforted (future tense) 

 
And! The language of blessing here is performative: the pronouncement of blessing 
actually conveys the blessing. The language is not hortatory: “We ought to be poor in 
spirit…” or, “Let us be meek…” or, “We must hunger and thirst for righteousness…” 

The blessing of God is not earned by what we do. 
The blessing of God is an act of grace, realized in the pronouncement. 
The blessing of God is true as it is spoken. 

 
It is worth noting that the Beatitudes appear at the beginning of the Sermon on the 
Mount, before a single instruction is given, before there has been time for obedience or 
disobedience. If the blessings were only for the deserving, they would be at the end of the 
sermon, prefaced with the conditional clause, “If you have done all these things….” But 
appearing at the beginning, they say that God’s favor is primary – preceding all our 
efforts. First, blessing. Everything else follows. 
 
Therefore, Thomas Long likens the Beatitudes to the Preamble of the Constitution. He 
puts it this way: 
 

The Beatitudes proclaim what is, in the light of the kingdom of heaven, 
unassailably true. They describe the purpose of every holy law that follows, the 
foundation of every custom, the aim of every practice of this new society, this 
colony of the kingdom, the church called and instructed by Jesus. 

 
Dear friends, the favor of God is granted to those who are tossed aside or left behind, to 
those who are poor in spirit, meek, mourning, merciful, hungering for justice, pure of 
heart, the makers of peace, and to those mistreated for the cause of justice…. 

On those Jesus pronounces God’s blessing. 
With those Jesus casts his lot. 
To them is given the Kingdom of God. 

 Thanks be to God. 
 



There’s a scene in Hope Church’s history that sticks with me. 
 
Ellen Lubbers has Tuberous Sclerosis Complex. She has a wonderful spirit and in many 
ways functions like a young child. A fall a few years ago and some subsequent issues 
have kept her confined to a wheelchair and a little less joyful in worship, but I will never 
forget her fiftieth birthday. 
 
At the end of the service, before the benediction, I was starting to say something about 
her when she charged the chancel and gave me a big hug. Then as we sang “Happy 
Birthday” she stood front and center, with her arms open wide and her head tilted back, 
basking in the love and blessing of her church family. As she took a bow there was great 
applause and you didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Everybody I saw was doing both. 
You couldn’t script the blessing of that moment. 
 

Blessed are those who are pure of heart for they will see God. 
 
That would have been enough, but then as I raised my hands to offer the blessing of God, 
Ellen joined in and spoke the benediction. Again, extending the blessing of God to us…. 

the poor in spirit,  
the grieving,  
the broken,  
the lonely,  
the doubters,  
the muddled,  
the messed up…. 

 
And maybe just for a moment the kingdom of heaven drew near,  
a new creation seeped through the cracks of this old world,  
and the blessing of God was extended to all of us through Ellen. 
 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen. 
 
 


