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Our gospel lesson comes from Matthew, chapter 5: 

 
Then Jesus began to speak, and taught them, saying: 
Blessed are the rich, in things and in self-assurance. 
Blessed are those untouched by loss. 
Blessed are the powerful. 
Blessed are those who are “realistic” about righteousness,  
compromising at every turn. 
Blessed are those who demand and exact an eye for an eye. 
Blessed are the crafty and opportunistic. 
Blessed are those bold enough to make war. 
Blessed are those who, doing good things, receive many accolades. 
Blessed are those who, following Jesus, are widely praised and adored.1 
 

Oh, wait — I must have grabbed the wrong translation. I meant to read from the NRSV but instead 
I picked up that Common Revised American Prosperity (CRAP) version. Let me try this once more. 
Listen with me for the word of God to us today, from Matthew chapter 5: 

 
When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples 
came to him. Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying: 
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 
“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 
“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 
“Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 
“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 
“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 
“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven. 
“Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil 
against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, 
for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” 

 
A lot of Big Stuff is going on in our world. Reading the news each day, I try to make sense of things 
using tools from history and philosophy, things I studied. There’s a German word I keep coming 
back to: Realpolitik, which means realistic politics, or practical politics. Realpolitik is all about 
relationships of power. The 19th-century politician who coined the term said that “the law of 
power governs the world of states just as the law of gravity governs the physical world.”2 From that 
orientation, accomplishing anything means getting, maintaining, and wielding power. 
 
The past and the present give us plenty of examples of how this works. Politicians offer their base 
small treats to keep them from demanding wholesale change. The biggest armada wins the battle. 
If the other side has enough weapons to destroy us, we should make sure we’re ready to retaliate 
with no less might. One advisor to a recent US president said, “You’ve got to be cold-blooded 

 
1 Boulton, Matthew Myer. “Matthew 5:1-12: Theological Perspective.” Feasting on the Gospels: Matthew, Vol. 1. 
Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2014. p. 76. 
2 von Rochau, Ludwig. Quoted and cited on the Realpolitik Wikipedia page: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Realpolitik 
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about the self-interests of your nation.”3 (That was an Obama staffer, by the way, in case you think 
I’m being partisan.) 
 
That perspective does seem realistic. Let’s get down to business, get things done, navigate the 
powers as we find them. I used to work with a colleague who, I think, saw the world that way. 
When he walked into any room you could see him surveying the landscape of power, detecting 
who had influence, who felt nervous, who was hiding their strength behind a poker face. My 
colleague was quick to make alliances with people who seemed important or who had resources 
he could use.  
 
But that approach to life makes me sad. It feels bleak because it doesn’t stimulate imagination. Or 
hope. Or faith. Realpolitik offers no higher vision to guide our common life, and power politics 
cannot bring about the blessings of God. That’s why you maybe cringed when I read those false 
beatitudes a moment ago. It’s because they’re not good for you. Your heart knows better. You 
cringe because the transformative love of Christ is alive in you and in the world.  
 
Right near the beginning of his ministry, Jesus climbs a hill, gathers his disciples around him, and 
starts preaching. The first words out of his mouth are these blessings. Beatitudes, we call them, a 
name that comes from the Latin word for “blessed.”  
 
If you read these beatitudes in different Bible translations, sometimes you’ll see the word “happy” 
instead of “blessed.” That’s an equally good translation, and it can make you catch your breath. 
Happy are the poor in spirit? Happy are those who mourn?  
 
The word that’s translated “blessed” or “happy” is an old Greek word that first was used only to 
describe the state of the gods on Mount Olympus. The gods alone could be blessed. Later the 
word entered common usage to mean “How fortunate is he” or “How lucky she is.” If you’re not a 
word nerd like me, that’s fine. Just remember this: The word blessed implies connection with 
God’s own experience. So hear the beatitudes as a window into who God is.  
 
How like God are the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, the merciful, the peacemakers, 
those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, those who are persecuted for doing right. Jesus’ 
own life, the life of God, shows us these blessings lived out. And Jesus builds a community around 
these blessings, that community of Christ that he invites us to participate in.  
 
How like God are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  
 
Such a blessing is for those running from their homes in Afghanistan, Syria, South Sudan, Ukraine,4 
stripped of all they own, knowing nothing but dependence on God and God’s people. To be a 
refugee is by definition to be poor in spirit. 
 
If we’re prosperous and stable, it’s easy to forget our dependence on God.  

[Poor people]…are more likely to remain aware of the [gift] of life than are the well-to-do 
who...naturally come to regard [our] blessings as deserved.... [so] “Poor in spirit” refers...to 
those...who manifest...the “spirit” appropriate to their condition, namely, humble 
dependence on God’s grace.5 

 
 

3 Rahm Emanuel, White House chief of staff, 2010. https://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/14/world/14prexy.html  
4 See the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees website for detailed statistics and information on the refugee 
emergencies around the world: https://www.unhcr.org  
5 Hare, Douglas R. A. Matthew. Interpretation series. Louisville, KY: John Knox, 1993. pp. 36-7.  
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Such a blessing might also be for Charles Feeney. While it’s still as rare as a camel passing through 
the eye of a needle, his life shows that it may be possible to be rich in resources and remain poor 
in spirit. Charles made a lot of money early on in his businesses, and then for decades he made it 
his business to give away, quietly through charity and philanthropy, all of his $8 billion. He was a 
rich person who didn’t want to be or act rich (“You can only wear one pair of pants at a time”), 
and he wanted the world to benefit from what he had.  
 
So he spent money on peacemaking in Northern Ireland, AIDS treatment in Africa, eliminating the 
death penalty for juveniles, and much more. Charles paid to construct hundreds of schools and 
community centers, and not a single structure has his name on it. I don’t know if Charles Feeney 
has spiritual or theological motivations, but his actions reflect consistent attention to and 
compassion for people in need all over the world. Feeney committed to distributing charitably all 
his wealth before he died. And at age 91, he’s done it.6  
 
Whenever we are poor in spirit, whenever we humbly depend on God, we are ready for living in 
God’s realm.  
 
How like God are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.  
 
Such a blessing is for the embassy worker who approved the visa application of Mehrsa Baradaran 
in 1986. Mehrsa was nine years old, fleeing bombs and political oppression in her home country 
of Iran. She and the rest of her Muslim family sought refuge and a new life in the United States. At 
that time they were welcomed here. Young Mehrsa went from chanting “Death to America!” in 
her Iranian school to reciting the American pledge of allegiance with actual pride in her heart. 
Mehrsa learned English in a few months, and thirty years later she said,  

...this is my country — even though…resurgent tribalism seems to puts people like me on 
the outside. The irony for me is that it was Iran’s tribalism and nationalism that put my 
family out in the first place…. 
I hope that’s not what happens here. But even if it does, this is my home and I will keep 
working to make America great because I have so much hope in America. It had hope in 
me — that Muslim kid, in a visa office, from a terrorist country, whose future was a 
completely open landscape. And that beautiful bureaucrat stamped “Approved” on that 
blank space.7 

 
All through the Bible God cares for the vulnerable in particular, and there are hardly any people 
more vulnerable than refugees.8 Later in Matthew’s gospel (chapter 25) Jesus says that he is present 
especially in the vulnerable. Whenever in mercy we welcome refugees and immigrants, whenever 
we resist efforts to shut them out, we live inside divine mercy.  
 
How like God are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.  
 
Such a blessing is for Kate Bowler, who teaches North American Christianity at Duke Divinity 
School. In 2013 she published a book called Blessed: A History of the American Prosperity 

 
6 Dwyer, Jim. “’James Bond of Philanthropy’ Gives Away the Last of His Fortune.” New York Times, 5 January 2017. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/05/nyregion/james-bond-of-philanthropy-gives-away-the-last-of-his-fortune.html  
7 Baradaran, Mehrsa. “I Was a ‘Terrorist Country’ Refugee Who’d Grown Up Shouting ‘Death to America.’ America 
Trusted Me Anyway.” 27 January 2017. https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2017/01/i-was-a-refugee-from-a-terrorist-
country-america-trusted-me-anyway.html 
8 My seminary colleague Brennan Breed reiterated in a Facebook post that it would be homiletical malpractice not to 
highlight the Bible’s incessant care for the vulnerable. Brennan teaches Old Testament at Columbia Theological 
Seminary, Decatur, GA. 
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Gospel. She’s a gifted researcher and writer, whose honest faith keeps her grounded as she studies 
popular but heretical versions of Christianity. While still doing interviews for that book, Kate was 
diagnosed with an aggressive Stage IV cancer. Kate remains with us, thank God, and I encourage 
you to find and read all her publications. The juxtaposition of her research subject and her 
personal experience is...rich, to say the least. She says, 

Why are some people healed and some are not? Why do some people succeed and others 
languish? The prosperity gospel offers straightforward answers to some of life’s most 
difficult questions.9 

The short answer from the prosperity gospel: If you’re suffering, it’s your own fault.  
 
But Jesus points to a different reality. “Blessed are those who mourn” means all of us. So many 
among us are living with grief. Sooner or later every one of us will mourn the absence of someone 
we love, will mourn the loss of a capacity we once had. You can’t live, can’t have relationships, 
without loss. After all, you and I are made in God’s image. As God’s love opens up God to grief, 
human love opens us to grief.  

Whenever we mourn the loss of someone we love, or the loss of something good in our life, we 
feel heartbreak like God does.  

Jesus recognizes and blesses the universal experience of human grief. But that is not Jesus’ final 
word. Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. Such a blessing is for the family of 
Tyre Nichols, ruthlessly beaten to death by police after a traffic stop in Memphis. All those who 
mourn Tyre will be comforted when we — you and I — so hunger and thirst for justice that we 
transform our culture until every Black life matters. And until everyone who mourns experiences 
the tangible love of God’s people.  

How like God are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.  
 

 
9 July 2016, Baton Rouge: Ieshia Evans confronts law enforcement officers during a protest following the shooting death 
of Alton Sterling by the police. Photo by Jonathan Bachman/Reuters.  

 
9 http://katebowler.com/blessed  
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Such a blessing is for Ieshia Evans. She’s the woman in the photo you’re seeing. It’s from the 2016 
protests of Alton Sterling’s unjust killing by police.10  If we interpret that photo through Realpolitik, 
it looks like all the power must reside with the heavily armored officers on the left.But if we look 
with Christlike eyes, something different is going on. Ieshia stands firm, calm, centered, almost in a 
meditative pose as the breeze makes her dress flow. She radiates blessing. Ieshia stands rooted 
with God as she hungers and thirsts for justice, which in the Bible is another word for 
righteousness. To do rightly means to pursue justice, and vice versa. Hunger and thirst are matters 
of survival, of life and death. Standing in the road on that summer day, Ieshia was hungering for no 
more killing of her people, for no more walls of fear between Black citizens and police officers.  
 
Whenever we hunger and thirst for righteous justice, we desire what God does, and we will be 
filled. 
 
Each of Jesus’ beatitudes is written in the plural. Blessed are y’all peacemakers. Blessed are y’all 
who are meek. Jesus proclaims blessings of God that are collective, communal. So if you’re 
struggling with how to find guiding vision this week, remember that you are not in this alone. 
Remember that Jesus goes before us, that he blesses all those who don’t expect blessing, that his 
blessings bring us together as a community of radical love rooted in God’s own nature.  

Speaking of blessings where you don’t expect them, did you know that Jesus has a Twitter 
account? His handle is @JesusOfNaz316. I don’t know if he’s running it himself or if one of his 
followers has gone rogue. But he has tweeted an update to his beatitudes. He said,  

  
 

In the name of God the pure in heart, 
God the persecuted, 
and God the peacemaker.  

 
10 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jul/22/i-wasnt-afraid-i-took-a-stand-in-baton-rouge-because-
enough-is-enough 
 


