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O you lucky person!
1
 Congratulations!! Those words carry the energy Jesus conveyed 

when he described God's Realm dwellers. We've been taught to call those specific words 'The 

Beatitudes' - a title derived from the usual translation of the first word in each phrase: blessed. 

But blessed (from the Hebrew ashrey) "is far too sedate" says Philip Yancy, and I would add, a 

far too pious depiction of these statements of grace.  They overflow with affirmation, love, and 

reassurance. They describe the inner spiritual values and their corresponding visible religious 

activities upon which the Realm of God is built. They speak to the depths of who Christians are.
2
 

Truth be told we are far more comfortable trying to throw off some sin and behave 

properly than we are actually receiving the gift and hope and encouragement and change that 

come with nurturing our identity as Jesus people. God wants us to live well - to really live the 

life that God knows we were created to enjoy, that will bring us the most satisfaction and 

fulfillment. Jesus' beatitudes or BE ATTITUDES - won't lead you to an easy life. But they will 

unlock for you the well-being that God hopes for every human being. It will be worth your effort 

in the long run, and for the ones who come after you! 

We are rarely successful at growing less of what we do not want; our best chance for 

transformation comes by growing more of what we do want! This Lent I am inviting you to set 

aside thoughts of what you want less of in your life, to let go of efforts against the sins that you 

want to overcome, in order to focus on and practice what you want more of, of what God wants 

more of in our living. I'm inviting you into the Beatitudes in the hope that they will lead you to 

outgrow sin by embracing qualities that Jesus congratulates God's Realm dwellers for 

embodying.  

Somewhere along the line I am guessing you've memorized some words that speak to 

your identity. How many of you know the Pledge of Allegiance?  How about the National 

Anthem?  Internalizing those words does more than get us through patriotism's public moments 

without embarrassment. The words we carry around inside ourselves, the tapes we play in our 

minds, shape how we look at the world, how we interact with other people; they grow a 

particular set of emotions and values inside us and really do determine how we will spend our 

time on earth.  

As we spend 6 weeks diving deeply into our identity as God's Realm dwellers, shaping 

how Jesus wants us to look at the world and how Jesus wants us to interact with other people, I  

challenge you to commit to memory Jesus' words recorded in Matthew 5:1-16. Use any version 

you want. On Palm Sunday our scripture reading is going to be a recitation of those verses - 
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everyone who's committed those words of Jesus to memory standing at their seat and saying 

them together.  

Sermons alone aren't going to do it for you.  There are some small groups meeting this 

season and additional resources on our web page that will help you go as deeply into Jesus' 8 

Keys for Wellbeing as you want to go. IF anyone is interested in an afterhours Google Hangout 

about the Be Attitudes of Jesus, let me know and we'll set something up. But sermons are a place 

to start in your contemplation of what you want to grow more of in your life with Jesus.  So 

tonight let's take the plunge into the first of Jesus' keys for wellbeing. 

Say it after me: Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  

Luke has a different version of this first beatitude; he leaves out the 'poor in spirit' part.  

For Luke it's just "blessed are the poor, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven." Luke's focus is the 

real poverty Jesus' first followers were living as citizens in a land occupied by a foreign military 

oppressor (Rome). Matthew is speaking to those same poor people.  If the poor people who heard 

Jesus first say these words had thought Jesus meant it is holy to live in poverty, or that he was 

being romantic about their pain, no one would have given him another thought. Jesus wasn't 

saying it's a spiritual thing to put yourself down or to maintain low self-esteem; God recognizes 

that as false humility. Jesus wasn't telling people it was good to grovel; "Jesus never behaved like 

a doormat."
3
 

The poor people to whom Jesus preached heard his words as good news. After all that 

was his mission! What other reason would they have had to embrace him and his message so 

enthusiastically? Our wealth gets in the way of our hearing that good news. We're too much like 

the one who 

16 
... came to him and said, “Teacher, what good deed must I do to have eternal life?” 

17 
And [Jesus] said ..., “Why do you ask me about what is good? There is only one who is good. 

If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments.” 
18 

[The one] said to [Jesus], “Which 

ones?” And Jesus said, “You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not 

steal; You shall not bear false witness; 
19 

Honor your father and mother; also, You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself.” 
20 

The [one] replied, “I have kept all these; what do I still lack?” 
21 

Jesus said, “If you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give the money to the 

poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” 
22 

[After hearing] this word, 

that one went away grieving, for as a rich person that one had many possessions.  
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23 
Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Truly I tell you, it will be hard for a rich person to 

enter the kingdom of heaven.
4
 

 

For us poverty is something to avoid, something that those who apply themselves don't 

need to experience and from which they can spare their loved ones. Who among us has chosen 

poverty as one of the "better life" qualities we pursue for our kids?  

The poor people listening to Jesus knew - know - that poverty, like nothing else, teaches a 

person what it means to be dependent on resources outside oneself. Poor people know best that 

sometimes only God gets you through. Our understanding of how being poor makes us lucky 

people starts there: with a willingness to be dependent on or at least interdependent with God. 

Interdependence with God frees us:  

• from the struggle to be independent, which jeopardizes our ability to value 

relationships, and orients us to tasks rather than people 

• from the need to own everything and the ensuing pursuit of the resources that 

make ownership possible, and the violence that comes with protecting what is 

mine. 

• from the need to make our own lives enjoyable and meaningful at the expense of 

enjoying life itself as a gift from God 

The poverty to which Jesus invites us isn't the circumstantial poverty inflicted by 

oppressors. We'll get to that in a few weeks. This is voluntary poverty - a self-emptying. Jesus 

congratulates us for choosing a life that at its very core trusts God. Sometimes we miss what God 

wants to give us because we're too busy working to get what we want on our own.  

Trusting God to give us what is truly valuable in life puts at our disposal the whole realm 

of God. What is there that God does not possess? And if God doesn't possess it, is it really worth 

a child of God having it?   

Mat 7:7 
“Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will 

be opened for you. 
8 

For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for 

everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. 
9 

Is there anyone among you who, if your child 

asks for bread, will give a stone?
10 

Or if the child asks for a fish, will give a snake? 
11 

If you then, 

who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in 

heaven give good things to those who ask him! 

                                                 
4
 The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version. (1989). (Mt 19:16–23). Nashville: Thomas 

Nelson Publishers. 



Congratulations! You've Chosen Poverty 

Rev. Dr. William M. Lyons 

 

4 Ash Wednesday, 2015 

 

"What a way to run a universe, start a new religion, and promote an alternative way of 

life for planet earth," writes Eric Stoddart. Jesus' words to us tonight are an invitation to grow our 

poverty, real and in spirit. We can do that with every confidence that the God revealed to us in 

the Old Testament is on the side of the poor, while Jesus is God's this-world expression of God's 

willingness to empty self and become poor for our sakes! Those are "the two essential 

components of Gospel poverty...to be for the poor and to be poor."
5
  

What does that look like in the real world? 

• Simple living could be a good first step. Cultivating temperance and using 

resources moderately without abusing or wasting them grows our personal 

poverty while it increase our capacity for standing with the poor.  

o "Always I have taken less than I needed, lest I should defraud some poor 

folk of their portion, for to do the contrary would have been theft."  

Francis of Assisi 

o The voluntary poverty to which Jesus calls us leads us to a life-approach 

that says, "I have not stolen resources that were destined for future 

generations..."
6
 or for the planet's other creatures, or for the planet's own 

self-sustenance.  

o For me that was a conscious thought in my switching to and advocating 

for ebooks instead of paper-printed ones  

o Adjusting our eating habits to more closely reflect the average calorie 

count or resource consumption of most of our Christian sisters and 

brothers around the world. 

• Another place to start being poor and being for the poor is adopting the attitude of 

St. Paul: living in ways resulting in "our being treated as...poor, yet making many 

rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing everything." 
7
 

o it's not easy to admit how we think about or how we treat poor people. 

� Have you listened to yourself talk about people receiving Bridge 

Cards or disability lately?! 

� How many of us would want to be treated like we have ourselves 

treated the pan handler on the corner or in front of our favorite 

restaurant?  

• I'm not suggesting we give money to every panhandler that 

approaches us. 
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• I am suggesting acknowledge another human being worthy 

of respect and bearing the image of God.  

o Paul's words come in the midst of his describing what an interdependent 

relationship with Jesus looks like in the flesh. 

� Like it or not we are in an interdependent relationship with poor 

people. The time has come to ask ourselves how poor we are 

making them by maintaining our standard of living, how much 

poorer in spirit we are making them in our need to raise ourselves 

up. 

o A part of our interdependence needs to be taking upon ourselves the 

treatment that comes with living the life of a poor person. 

Maybe it doesn't seem like on its own your embracing voluntary poverty will make much 

of a ripple in the sea of human suffering. But it's not for the impact that Jesus calls us to such 

poverty. It is for the wellbeing of our own souls. We choose poverty and poverty of spirit for the 

sake of the synergy that comes from 2 billion Christian people in today's world all living by the 

same value. It can't be 2 billion without you! 

How deep will you allow your interdependence with God to grow? What will 'being poor' and 

being for the poor look like in your life? Oh the gladness of those who choose poverty for 

themselves and who stand with the poor; all of the resources of God's realm are available to you 

in your choices! Amen. 

 

 

 


