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Matthew 5:1-12
Blessed Surprise!

I have a neighbor who lives near the top of the hill on our dead-end street.  The house he lives in is derelict and will be torn down as soon as money is available to develop the several acres of land it sits near.  There is no heat in this house though I think they have put the electricity back into it. For a while my neighbor was running a generator for his electrical needs. 

My neighbor lives there rent-free and with the permission of the owner though he does odd jobs and landscaping for him.   I am sure the arrangement is a good one for the owner as most people would refuse to live in a house in this condition.  My neighbor, with the owner’s permission, also allowed a homeless young man to stay in the garage that was connected to the property until the young man’s alcoholism and his refusal to work forced him to kick him out. Three times a week Laura and I walk by his house as we walk the two miles that constitute the up and down of our street.  
On Friday he called me.  He had a question, or to be more precise, a hurt.  For the last couple of years he had been helping people out that he ran across in the course of his landscaping business.  Usually they were elderly people whose gutters are full and in need of repair or whose homes had grown up to weeds and brush.  They told him they had no money to pay him but the work did need to be done.  His impulse was to drop what he was doing and do their work for free.  One of these elderly people recently revealed she had 80 thousand in the bank.  He has been working for nearly nothing for her and she has 80 thousand.  It got under his skin and so he asked her, “Why didn’t you tell me you had all that money?”  “You never asked,” she said.  
My neighbor who is becoming my friend said, “People been taking advantage of me.  I have been trying to do what’s right and I thought God would see that and when things got tough for me; a few good things would happen that came my way. And they have and I am grateful but something’s wrong.”
I knew a bit of his story but this time I asked for more information.  The long and short of it was that he had been hit and run over by a car on a street in Portland and medical bills had bankrupted him and ruined his business as it took two years for his body to heal.  And no, there was no drinking or drugs involved.  Now he was living in this house that he hoped to leave in a year, building his business back up and strengthening his body.  But little things kept happening that set him back.
What do you say to a man who is trying to live his faith, has come into some real tough times, and does not want you to feel sorry for him?  He said he didn’t regret all the giving he had been doing but there was still something wrong.  

I won’t burden you with the free advice I gave him.  I suspect it would be similar to your own. But when I finished I told him I was working on my sermon for Sunday and it was based on the beatitudes.   I read them to him over the phone and when I finished he was crying.  I don’t exactly know why.  Maybe he felt Jesus understood him and that was blessing enough.  Maybe he didn’t feel so alone.  He did say he was looking forward to the reward promised in Jesus’ kingdom.  And he laughed through his tears.
These beatitudes are tough to talk about.  How do you take them in?  In what way do they make sense?  
James Alison did some work with this in his book, “Knowing Jesus.”  I want to read an excerpt.  I was surprised by what he said:

The key feature of blessedness is that it involves living a deliberately chosen and cultivated sort of life which is not involved in the power and violence of the world, and which because of this fact, makes the ones living it immensely vulnerable to being turned into victims.  That is the center of the ethic as taught by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount….In the famous passage of the last judgment, the judgment is defined not in terms of belonging to this or that group, or believing this or that dogma.  The judgment is presented in terms of the human relationship towards victims.  Those who hunger, thirst, are naked, sick, or imprisoned.  Those who have understood, whether or not they know anything about Jesus, are those who have seen their way out of the self-deception of the world which is blind to its victims, and have reached out to help them. ….Human society is a violent place, which makes victims, and the revelation of God is to be found in the midst of that violence, on the side of the victims.
“Human society is a violent place, which makes victims, and the revelation of God is to be found in the midst of that violence, on the side of the victims.”  Does it surprise us to hear “human society is a violent place?”  Not really.  Does it surprise us that God is to be found in the midst of that violence?  That’s a little surprising to me but that’s certainly where Jesus wound up when we lifted him up on the cross?  
Does it surprise us to discover that God is on the side of the victim?  If I am honest that does surprises me and it makes me a little uncomfortable.  If forces me to ask questions I don’t like to ask.    I say I want to follow Jesus but am I willing to side with the victims?  What if the victim is a person or a group of people I have been taught to distrust, or a criminal or a cop or anyone I would like to dismiss?  Can I even see our culture’s victims when everything in our culture is working to hide them?  I can’t count on the newspapers or media here.  Yes, sometimes they talk about victims but I am suspicious of their talk.  I don’t think they know a victim when they see it.  For the most part neither Fox News nor the other networks are going to have the perspective that sees victims.  It is in their interest to side with the persecutors, the powerful, to join in the stoning.   And if I do side with the victims, the ones that Jesus would see as victims, is that really where God can be found?  It makes sense of the beatitudes but I’m not sure I like it.  It asks me to identify with people I don’t always want to identify with and to sometimes part ways with my culture and my friends.
I ran across a soul-searching song this week, written and sung by Audrey Assad, a young Christian vocalist.  As music it feels a little “draggy” to me.   But it does illustrate the desire to deliberately choose and cultivate a life not involved in the power and violence of the world and to possibly suffer as a result.  It is an impulse that is springing up everywhere and I view it with hope.  The title of the song is “I Shall Not Want.”  (Play the song.)
When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples came to him. 2Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying: 

3“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
4“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 
5“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 
What a different way to look at life.  Does it contain a blessed surprise?  I think so.
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