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Bless Your Heart 
 
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted… 
 
This week’s scripture reading, often called the Beatitudes, is pretty familiar, a favorite for memorizing 
in some Sunday schools (Did any of you learn these as a kid?).  It’s one of the lectionary readings for 
today (What’s the lectionary?  The three-year schedule of assigned readings for worship.)  I dread it 
when these familiar passages come up; they feel so overdone.  I feel like my choice is to travel a well-
worn path or try to do something “different”, which just can be kind of pitiful.   
 
And that is a really sad response to a passage like this.  Because this sermon from Jesus was 
revolutionary.  It would have blown away the people who heard it.  The village would have buzzed 
about it for days.  It probably got him in trouble, maybe lost him a few followers.  Maybe gained him a 
few, too. 
 
Because, in Jesus’ time, similar to our own in many ways, people were considered “blessed” when 
they were successful, healthy, financially well-off, or in positions of authority or privilege like a male 
property owner.  If you were sick or disabled or unhoused, it was probably because you deserved it; 
you or your parents had done something “sinful”. 
 
And in the face of that cultural perspective, Jesus proclaims this list of blessings, a totally upside-
down list of who is blessed.  Now, a reading arrived in my inbox this week that I thought was jarring in 
the same way Jesus’ sermon would have been to that crowd.  So I’m going to share it with you from 
that perspective:  it might feel off-putting, you might not agree with all of it, and let’s be clear these are 
not Jesus’ words.  But it has the same bold tone, and perhaps will help us to hear Matthew’s passage 
more deeply. 
 
God saw women, men and children marching all over the world and hoped their mountain-top 
experience would sit down into new be-ing and new attitudes because beatitudes always turn things 
upside down from the perspective of the powerful. 
 
And God looked around for some disciples to teach and for the folks who don’t need to worry about 
lunch but would be willing to share it.  [And said:] 
 
‘Blessed are black lives, for they matter. 
‘Blessed are Muslims, for they will hear as-salāmu ʿalaykum from their 

neighbors. 
‘Blessed are new Americans without documents, for they will inherit a path  

to citizenship. 
‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for reproductive rights, labor  

organizing rights, environmental protections, and new practices of policing and criminal justice, for 
they will find enough energy and encouragement to phone their leaders every day, to make signs, 
to stand in vigil, and to create new alliances. 

‘Blessed are the Water Protectors of Standing Rock and the first graders of  
Flint Michigan, for they will drink deeply. 

‘Blessed are the journalists, for they will speak truth. 
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‘Blessed are gay, lesbian, bi, queer, trans or gender non-conforming  

people, for they will be called the children of God. 
‘Blessed are those whose health care is endangered, whose voting rights  

are challenged, who are threatened with a wall … for their bandages and ballots and border-
crossings will become the priority of God’s people. 

‘Blessed are you when people you fear are given cabinet positions and  
roles of authority and when false news surrounds you. Rejoice and be glad (and maybe just a little 
bit mad), for this is nothing new for people of faith, and God has always cared for the sparrows’ 
falling rather than the raptors’ tweet. 

 
The Beatitudes appear in two gospels in the Christian scriptures:  Matthew and Luke, with some 
significant differences between the two versions.  This morning’s version, from Matthew, for example, 
takes place on a mountain, rather than on a plain.  And while there had been great crowds following 
Jesus, and in Luke’s version those crowds stayed for the Beatitudes, scripture says this particular 
sermon was just for “the disciples”; but scholars note that isn’t “the twelve”, because the twelve 
disciples hadn’t all been recruited yet.  Those disciples gathered around Jesus in this text (who was 
sitting to teach in the manor of revered Jewish teachers) were the men and women who were 
following him from place to place, eager to learn from him and carry out his teachings. 
 
Like us, gathered here this morning, right?  We come to church for lots of reasons, but one of them is 
to think about what God is calling us to do and be in the world, and equip ourselves to GO out there 
and do it in the week ahead.  At UCC Boxborough, we keep talking about being a beacon of 
hospitality to the community, shining a light of welcome in the world.  Each week we come together to 
practice shining that light and reflecting on places in our world that need that light.  And the teachings 
of Jesus – along with the teachings of Moses and Paul and other prophets both ancient and 
contemporary – help us understand what it means to shine that light, and the urgency of it.  So this 
morning we are the disciples, listening to Jesus’ words. 
 
Let’s look at those words a little more closely, specifically the one repeated nine times:  blessed.  
Such a nice word!  And we know what it means: some bible translations use “Happy” instead of 
“Blessed”.  Blessed is good.  If you follow Twitter you might have seen the hashtag #soblessed.  
Right now the tag is full of young adults celebrating their college acceptances, #soblessed; but it 
regularly includes praise for ski conditions #soblessed; finding a good radio station #soblessed; and 
long weekends #soblessed.  I’m hoping most of these posts are tongue-in-cheek.  But there is a 
thread in contemporary Christian tradition that says all good things that happen to me are because 
God has blessed me; I’m skinny, popular and wealthy, #soblessed!  So what does that mean for the 
person who just lost their job, or received a scary diagnosis, or got dumped?  Hashtag #notblessed?  
Is God punishing them or just ignoring them? 
 
But in Jesus’ sermon, being “blessed” isn’t necessarily “good”, isn’t some material wealth God 
bestows on people, nor is it a happy feeling at good fortune.  Scholars wrestle with this word a lot; to 
summarize:  being blessed is a state, a condition, and it means God is right nearby.  Being blessed is 
a promise that you are thoroughly loved, that you “are not and will not be alone”.  As writer David 
Lose puts it, being blessed means “you have the capacity to rise above present circumstances, like 
you are more than the sum of your parts or past experiences.  Being blessed [means] you have worth 
– not because of something you did or might do, but simply because of who you are…” (Dear 
Working Preacher)  But that leads some people to think “Oh my gosh, I need to get poor in spirit”, or 
“Yikes, am I meek enough to be blessed?”  Jesus’ sermon was not a list of requirements in how to be 
blessed, it was a lesson in recognizing blessing.   
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Jesus wanted the disciples – us – to know blessing when we see it.  Because thanks to the way the 
world acts, those places usually don’t feel very blessed.  So Jesus’ disciples, then and now, are to 
head out into the world to find those blessed places, and add our prayers and our support and our 
work to those blessings.  That’s the take-away from Jesus’ sermon:  get out there and find the places 
God is, proclaim the blessing, and join your hearts and hands in the work to be done. 
 
About a year ago, an anonymous middle school teacher shared a story in an online forum 
(http://www.kindspring.org/story/view.php?sid=107490).  Because it’s anonymous, I can’t confirm its 
veracity.  But it’s similar to other stories out there, so even if this one isn’t “true”, it’s message is.  This 
teacher followers her students on Instagram so she can keep up on their lives away from school.  I’m 
not so sure that’s a good idea, but anyway.  One evening, she received a direct Instagram message 
from a boy who’d received a very mean message in his locker.  He took a picture of it and sent it to 
the teacher, asking for help.  The teacher assured him this was not okay, and the two agreed to meet 
at recess the next morning.  A few hours later, the teacher noticed the student had posted the photo 
of the mean note on his Instagram account, and asked if anyone knew who it was.   
 
The next day at recess, the student came to meet with the teacher, and brought another student with 
him.  The boy who’d received the mean message had brought that note with him, but another one as 
well.  The second was a beautiful, heartfelt apology.  The teacher asked if he knew who had written 
the notes, and the other boy spoke up.  “It was me,” he said.  “I don’t know why I did it, but I know it 
was wrong and not at all kind.  So I wrote him this note.  I also wrote 150 more Post Its with kind 
sayings on them and put them in all the lockers.  I just wanted to do something to try to make up for 
my meanness.”  The boy who’d received the original note offered his forgiveness to its author, and 
told his teacher, “If anyone tries to be mean to him for making a bad choice, I will stand up for him.” 
 
Blessed are those who are bullied, for they shall have allies. 
Blessed are those who take responsibility for their mistakes, for they shall receive forgiveness. 
Blessed are those who create safe space for honesty, for they will witness miracles. 
 
A number of schools around the country have had “Positive Post It Days”, when lockers are covered 
with anonymous positive messages.  I think anytime positive messages are being shared with the 
world, that’s a good thing.  A blessing, even.  So today I’m going to give you a pack of Post Its, so 
that you can spread those positive blessings.  “Thank you for always organizing the birthday cakes” 
on a coworkers cubicle.  “You make this neighborhood wonderful” on all the doors on your street.  
“Stay safe” on a Post It dropped off at the police station.  But following Jesus’ sermon, I’d also 
suggest something a bit more tactical.  Not just “positive” post its, but “blessed” post its.  Like Jesus’ 
disciples, we can go out into the world looking for those places of blessing.  And then we can add our 
own blessing to that place. “You are beautiful and beloved” on a Post It, attached to the dollar, you 
put in the cup of the guy in the subway.  Welcoming Post Its left for those who use this space during 
the week, like the National Alliance of Mental Illness support group for families, who often feel like 
their families’ struggles are invisible.  And some in Portuguese for the Brazilian church that worships 
here Saturday nights, whose members feel at risk of being deported by the new presidential 
administration.  And maybe we could mail Post Its to inmates at Concord prison, and fill out a stack of 
Post Its for a domestic violence shelter to distribute.  Those places where the world generally sees 
brokenness, inferiority, shame – but God sees beauty and possibility and love. 
 
Maybe you’d need one of the Post Its on your own bathroom mirror, to face you every morning, or a 
kitchen cupboard for someone else in your house to see:  “God is with you, always, just as you are.”  
Or, “I love you, and I’m here for you.”  My hope is that just giving you a little stack of Post Its might 
train you to look for those places that need to know they are blessed. 

http://www.kindspring.org/story/view.php?sid=107490
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And following the news this week, maybe our Post Its need to be rather specific.  On the door of our 
neighbor who wears a headscarf:  “Here’s my phone number, call me if you need company going 
out.”   Tacked on community bulletin boards around our towns:  “Black Lives Matter”.  On the desk of 
our coworker, whose mother isn’t going to be allowed into the country:  “This is not right, I stand with 
you.”  
 
Like in Jesus’ time, the powers-that-be are proclaiming their version of who is in and who is out:  
Christians, oil companies, the military, and healthy people are in; refugees, the environment, women’s 
bodies, and people who have been sick are out.  But we have heard Jesus’ teachings, and so we 
know to look at those people on the outside and recognize God’s presence with them, to see that 
they are blessed, and then to stand with them:  with our prayers, our words, our actions and our very 
bodies.  Jesus has already warned us that could be dangerous; people might “revile and persecute” 
us.  But Jesus has also taught us that that’s where the blessings are, in those places where we stand 
up for those society has cast down and out. 
 
So, take your Post Its.  Might seem like a small step, a baby step.  But if you practice looking for 
blessing, I think you’ll start to see people and situations that were previously invisible.  And if you can 
cover your corner of the planet with these blessing signal flags, others will see it too.  And before you 
know it, the blessings will spread.  And eventually we will see what is absolutely already true:  we are 
all blessed, each one of us, and all of creation to boot.  Blessed is… the whole world.  Amen. 
 
 
Thanks to Maren Tirabassi for use of her “alternative opening to Matthew 5”. 

https://giftsinopenhands.wordpress.com/2017/01/25/alternative-opening-to-matthew-5/

