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Matthew 5:1-12

If I were to sneeze suddenly, “Achoo!” most likely I would hear a few “God bless yous” from all of you. Right? I have been in public places surrounded by strangers, sneezed and have had perfect strangers bless me. What does it mean to give a blessing or to be blessed? Where does “God bless you” come from when someone sneezes? Well, as usual, your crack reporter (not to be confused with your reporter on crack) has ferreted out the answer. One source says there is an old Jewish tradition that sickness was unknown in the world until Isaac became ill in the Book of Genesis. Alarmed by his father’s condition, Jacob asks God to give people a warning of when their death was near, so that a person would have time to repent. A sneeze was that warning. So, those within earshot of the sneeze blessed the person afflicted. 

Supposedly this became formalized in the 6th century and later in the 16th century, in the midst of the Black Plague. During these dark times Popes Gregory the Great and Gregory VII decreed that people who heard a sneeze should say, “God bless you.” because they associated sneezing as symptomatic of the plague. This reminds me of comedian Henny Youngman’s great line: “God sneezed. What could I say?”

Other traditions say that sneezing was thought to expel your soul opening your body to invasion by the devil and evil spirits. “God bless you” then was used as a shield against evil spirit invasion.

Interestingly enough in Spanish speaking countries the response after a person sneezes is “salud” and in German it is “gesundheit”. And unlike the English word “bless”, these words mean health, which does not carry the same intent. To bless means to make holy, or to request the bestowal of divine favor or to protect or guard you against evil. Thus, at the close of a wedding ceremony, the priest blesses the couple or bestows divine favor upon the couple’s union. 
I must tell you of the time I officiated at an outdoor wedding. The bride was loosely a member of the church and the groom was unchurched. As the two of them stood before me for the final blessing, I held up my hand in order to begin making the sign of the cross when the groom, misunderstanding the gesture, gave me a high-five. Thinking this was right, the bride did the same. Then, as they exited walking down the aisle people in the congregation did the same thing to them. People came up to me afterwards to tell me how hip and with-it the Episcopal Church must be. 
“Blessed are you who are: poor in spirit, mourn, meek, hungry for righteousness, merciful, pure in heart, peacemakers and persecuted.” In other words, holy are you. Or you have God’s favor or best of all-----you, who are like this, receive God’s grace. This section of Matthew, chapter 5:1-12, is part of the Sermon on the Mount or more specifically, The Beatitudes. The word “beatitude” means free from daily cares and worries. Homer used this word in describing the blessed state of the gods, who neither toiled nor suffered. Often times the word is described as supreme happiness. Thus, you see some translations of the Bible say, “Happy are they who mourn…….” But this is not a good interpretation. It is not good because of our understanding of happiness as pleasure associated with fun. Happiness, to us, is not a state of being as much as a condition of being. Thus, we have trouble with people who say they are happy despite having terminal cancer. Feeling blessed is a sense of peace resting in the trust of God’s love and grace.
Another aspect of blessedness is that one can’t earn it. A blessing can only be bestowed; it can only be given. Thus, what does it mean to be blessed? It means to be considered on the right road with God; to be considered sanctified, holy by God. Thus, it makes sense that each and every All Saints’ Sunday we read the Beatitudes. It makes sense because for centuries we have been conditioned by the Church to believe that the virtues spelled out in the Beatitudes are the characteristics that make up a saint: meek, peacemaker, made fun of for one’s faith, merciful and always on one’s knees repenting before God. If you are these things, then you are saintly. And thus, it follows that we would too (should we want to be a saint, God helping to be one, too as the hymn states) we would also take on these virtues. Ah, and therein resides the problem for me.
In the 1930s as German troops rolled into Poland, they rounded up Jews and put them on trains headed for concentration camps. In one town in Poland, 20,000 Jews were rounded up and held in the town square by 500 Nazi soldiers. Now, these soldiers were not regular army but conscripted German police, security guards or men who were not fit for the regular army. Led off to the nearby woods in groups, 20,000 were executed by being shot to death. One by one the Jews were instructed to step forward and lay down on top of the person just shot in order to be shot. And they did just that----one after another after another. 20,000! It seems to me that less would have died if 20,000 people would have rushed the soldiers holding them in the town square. Why didn’t they? I always understood it as the meek shall inherit the earth-----right out of the Matthew who took his queue from Isaiah chapter 61. If the Allied forces had not intervened with force and vengeance, there would be no Jews around today.
Gandhi and Martin Luther King both succeeded in nonviolence. This is true. However, they both were protesting against a moral society and government. We would never have heard of Gandhi or King if they were leading their protests in Soviet Russia, Mao’s China or today’s North Korea or today’s Iran. They would be swooped up and unceremoniously killed. As a virtue, meekness is situational. In other words, there are times it is appropriate and times when it is not. 
Allow me also to say that I fully understand this is an issue I struggle with personally. Perhaps it is my testosterone or a result of my own personal history, but meekness as a virtue has always been a struggle for me because I see the meek getting run over by the violence of evil until the violence of good stands up to it.

Likewise I have had a problem with what appears to be Jesus’ call to be a peacemaker. I like peacemakers. I like to see myself as a peacemaker. However, I have given up a long time ago the concept of fighting for world peace. Like many of you all I can hear is John and Yoko singing, “All we are saying is give peace a chance.” Of course, I want peace. But I look at Lennon’s life, and I think rather than prophesying about world peace he should have been practicing personal peace within his own family and loving relationships. If you know anything about him, his life was a mess. He was surly, mean, egotistical and self-centered. Thus, what I try to focus upon in my life is not praying for peace in the Middle East as much as praying that I can act peacefully in my personal life. I want to make peace with my own demons, my own relatives, my own secrets (which wear me down and are burdensome), my past, my present and my future. I hate war and its toll it takes on soldiers, their families and governments. Anyone in his right mind would agree with this. So, I used to be “for” peace, even though I was not “at” peace with people in my family or friends. What are we to do with our anger? What do we do with the sense of loss? What do we do with continuing disagreement over serious issues? These are the issues we need to fight in order to be peacemakers. The worldly stage is set on the personal, grass roots level. Don’t tell me you are a peacemaker when your personal relationships are at war. What does the bumper sticker say? Think globally act locally.
Thus, because of these issues I have been in personal conflict with the Beatitudes and their virtues.,,,,,,,until just recently. It all changed in reading a definitive commentary on Matthew. My problem with the Beatitudes has always been with their ethical dimension. Well, come to find out, it was the Church who gave the Beatitudes their ethical meaning and not Jesus and not Matthew. You see, I have always heard the Beatitudes as saying, “Hey, Greg, wise up and act like this. You want to be a saint? Then, be poor in spirit, seek righteousness, be meek and on and on.” But that is not their meaning! The Church and our own Episcopal Church still thinks and promotes this today which is why we read the Beatitudes on All Saints’ Day. The implication is if you want God to help you be one too (a saint, that is) then act like so. But this was not the original intent.
What Jesus meant was to offer grace to those who were overlooked and despised. Therefore, the Beatitudes are about grace and not standards or rules or how to measure up to be a Mother Theresa. Let me give you an example. Take some junior high student who is ridiculed for being too short, too tall, too skinny, too fat, too nice, too anything except wild and mean. Take anyone who has ever been picked on or bullied. Jesus is saying to you, “I know it hurts. I know you aren’t the most popular or good looking or whatever, but that doesn’t matter to God. You are loved. And really and truly, in the Kingdom of God now on this earth and in the future Kingdom of God on earth, YOU will be the most popular one because God favors you over all the other ‘cool’ people. 

Don’t you see? The Beatitudes aren’t standards of sainthood; they are pastoral messages of compassion and comfort. If you are meek and get beaten up every day for your milk money,  if you seek to do what is right and end up watching the cheaters get ahead, if you don’t fight but try to de-escalate and resolve conflict, you will NOT be revered in society and you will be put down, laughed at, sometimes persecuted and ridiculed. But YOU are one of those whom God loves the most. YOU are the one whom God showers with grace. So, don’t worry what others think. You are in with God; YOU are holy; YOU are blessed….that is, you are on the right road with God. You and God are one. This is what the Beatitudes are about. Oh, how different they are when seen this way and not as ethical standards for sainthood and eventually as a saint to have a church named after you. Just who was St. Euthanasia anyway? (I jest).

As usual Barbara Brown Taylor scores it right in her book Gospel Medicine. In her book, she has a chapter entitled Blessed Are The Upside Down. You see, as a child, she used to like to stand on her head and look at things upside down. She says that the Beatitudes are exactly that. It is Jesus turning the world on its head by saying it is peacemakers and seekers of righteousness who are the right ones instead of those whom we idolize in society.

I am not suggesting that you not seek righteousness or not be merciful. I am saying that you don’t have to be a professional mourner in order to win God’s favor. I am saying that you might not be meek and yet God still loves you. You don’t have to go out and get persecuted in order to receive God’s grace. But if these things are happening to you, then know that God smiles upon you and rains down grace……because of all people, you are most blessed.
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