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Matthew 5:1-16              You Call this Blessed? 

 
In the Gospel of Matthew, The Sermon on the Mount, including that passage known as the beatitudes 
(or the beautiful sayings), which we read this morning, appears early in Jesus’ ministry.  Jesus has 
been baptized, tempted in the wilderness, chosen and called his first disciples, and has begun 
travelling throughout the region teaching and preaching the Dominion of God, and healing those 
suffering every kind of affliction.  The wisdom and power of God flows through him touching, inspiring, 
chastising and healing wherever he goes.  His reputation has spread through the region and people 
seek him out in large numbers.  They want to see his face, hear the words he speaks—they want be 
touched and healed —they want their lives to be changed.  
 

On this day, as a crowd gathers round him, Jesus walks up on a mountainside and sits down to 
teach.  He raises a hand, speaks a word, and silence sweeps across the jostling crowd. Driven down 
those dusty roads by a deep yearning in their hearts, they are hungering and thirsting for a sense of 
possibility; longing to be made whole and well again in body, mind, and spirit—yearning for something 
they can’t quite put their finger on… perhaps to simply know joy, or hope, or deep purpose….  
Whatever it is they are looking for… they sense that this Jesus might just have something for them.  
And so they come. 
 

Jesus gazes out over the expectant crowd, his eyes filled with a strong and loving compassion.  I 
imagine hope being kindled as he speaks directly to the cries of their hearts—as if he knows the deep 
ache that too often resides there.  I imagine his voice as he pronounces blessing after blessing after 
blessing upon those gathered.  and his words echo in the depths of their souls… “Blessed are you, 
blessed are you, blessed are you, blessed are you.”  
 

As we are drawn into the scene, his words fall upon our guarded hearts like a gentle and steady rain 
on a parched and broken landscape. “Blessed are you, blessed are you, blessed are you.” His words 
make their way into our heart-centre, the tightness in our chest begins to ease, our hands open as if 
to receive, and our breathing grows steady and deep.  Eyes soften, and glisten with tears.  These are 
not words we expected to hear. 
 

Blessed are you who are poor in spirit, you who know your need, you who are aware of your deep 
hunger for God--for yours is the kingdom of heaven.  As I ponder these words, I’m reminded of Psalm 
42, “As the deer pants for the water, so my soul longs after you.”  Whether we sing it together in 
worship, I hear it played on the piano, or sing it silently or aloud to myself, the song produces in me 
an awareness of a spiritual hunger that I am mostly oblivious to—It’s like I’ve been slowly starving my 
soul and suddenly a feast has appeared and I realize that I’m famished.  
 

Perhaps you remember and can sing the first verse with me…  
 

As the deer pants for the water, so my soul longs after you;  
you alone are my heart’s desire and I long to worship you.  
You alone are my strength, my shield, to you alone all my senses yield. 
You alone are my heart’s desire, and I long to worship you! 

 

Verse by verse, the hymn takes us deeper and deeper into the heart of God’s never-ending love.  In 
this beautiful hymn, a 20th century composer by the name of Martin Nystrom has partnered up with 
the ancient Psalmist, and created a song to plumb the depths of the human heart, connecting our 
hearts, and taking us into the depths of the Divine Presence.  As each word is sung, a divine blessing 
falls upon our ears, and a precious and holy energy flows in and through us, making the most 
ordinary of lives seem suddenly deeply and profoundly precious. 
 

I spent a blessed week with John Philip Newell, a teacher of Celtic Spirituality, in Abiquiu, New 
Mexico this summer.  John Philip tells of a time when he is out with his father.  They are selling his 
father’s car, as he can no longer safely drive it due to the ravages of dementia on his mind.  In the 
midst of the transaction, his father expresses astonishment that he doesn’t have to pay for this—that 



instead he will be paid for his car to be taken away.  Newell talks of his father’s long habit of offering 
blessing to those whom he cares for, and of how as so much of his memory seemed to fade, this 
desire to bless multiplied, as his memory of the ancient Priestly Blessing persisted.  On that day, as 
they prepared to leave, John Philip realized that his father wanted to offer a blessing to the car dealer.  
He explained this to the man and asked if it would be okay.  With his permission, Philip’s father took 
the young man’s hand, gazed into his eyes, and pronounced upon him this most ancient of Hebrew 
blessings.   
 

“The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make His face shine upon you, and be gracious to 
you;  the LORD lift up His countenance upon you,  and give you peace.” 
 

Tears streamed down the man’s face as he soaked in the beauty of this ancient blessing—a blessing 
he didn’t know he needed until the very moment in which he received it.  “Blessed,” said Jesus, “are 
the poor in spirit. Blessed are those who know their need, for theirs is the dominion of heaven.”     
 

Those who gathered on that long ago mountainside, and we who gather today are deeply blessed in 
so many ways. Through the generations, we who, from time to time, seek to listen attentively for the 
sound of Heaven’s voice learn that we may be blessed even in and through those people and 
situations which seem difficult, painful, or simply an unlikely source of anything good, much less 
blessing.  When we determine to practice being open to the blessing of Sacred Presence in every 
circumstance of our lives, we may be surprised at her many faces.   
 

In time, we discover that through all our ups and downs, the Holy Spirit has been quietly, subtly, 
slowly been equipping us to respond to God’s call to the ministry of small blessings… to Christ’s call 
to be as salt in life’s stew, bringing out the subtle flavors of the world around us--  to be as a light in a 
darkened room, enabling others to perhaps catch a glimpse of God through us, and we through 
them—that together we might discover a clarity of good purpose as we witness the truth of the 
ancient prophet’s words, “Behold, I make all things new.”    
 


