September 7th    Matthew 5:1-12                 The Very Rev. Rand Reasoner

Introduction to the Sermon on the Mount and the Beatitudes 
As a lot of you know I love statistics.  Recent Barna poll

less that 1/3 of those people don’t have a faith that is integrated with their daily lives.

Question….. which of these groups are you a part of? Group that believes but faith doesn’t affect your life, or the small group that believes and faith influences everything you do?  My hope is that a huge percentage of you are in the latter category.
I was thinking this week of the message of change that has come out of both political conventions this past several weeks.  As I was working on this sermon series on Jesus primary teaching on the Sermon on the Mount it struck me that neither Barak Obama nor John McCain are really great agents of change.  The greatest agent of change all time in the area that really counts is Jesus of Nazareth.  
If Christians are living lives unaffected by God on a regular basis guess what is wrong with the church?  We are.  If  2/3rds  are unaffected by faith daily I hope we might ask ourselves “how could I move toward that life and faith integration and what would that look like personally?  For the next six weeks were going to be looking at what Jesus said a person would look like if their faith in God almighty was fully integrated into their lives.

Actual words of the master are hard.  Many look at Christianity as a grace filled faith and it is, but in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus makes the Christian faith look so very hard.  He says to the people as he ascends the mountain (in the OT who ascends the mountain?  Moses.  And we are called to hear that Jesus is the lawgiver too a new understanding of the law.  People knew the law in their day.  We know the law too.  Follow this, do this, don’t do that.  And Jesus says no, the law is more than that, it really is more about what your heart is like.  Jesus interprets the law and he actually makes it much harder for us.  “You have heard it said of old that you shall not murder.  But I say to you if you hate your brother you have already violated that commandment.  How many aren’t guilty of that please raise your hands?  Jesus said you have heard it said of old you shall not commit adultery but I say to you if you look at another with lust you have already violated the intent of this commandment.  Very few of us have not violated the intent of this commandment.  Jesus goes on to say unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and the Pharisees you can’t enter the kingdom of heaven.  Those folk were extreme in following the rules.  We have to exceed that?  And finally he says be perfect as your heavenly father is perfect.  
I can’t fathom anyone in this room who could follow the Sermon on the Mount perfectly.  Some get discouraged….this is just too hard to live.  Martin Luther looked at it and said that was the purpose of the Sermon on the Mount to drive you to the place where you would say: I need a savior because I cannot do this on my own.  I think he’s right.  It points us to our need for Jesus.  But I also believe if we just leave it there we miss some important teachings because Jesus meant what he said.  I think he was casting a vision for us of what the Christian life is supposed to look like here on earth.  
Part of what leaders do is cast a vision and then they motivate people to pursue it.    The really great visions are so far out there that you will never accomplish them but they motivate and inspire you that you will devote your life to them.  

Our vision statement: do you think we’ll ever be able to say   O worship? That done!  Spiritual growth? That’s done. Loving our neighbor?  That’s done.  Of course not.  The great thing about the vision for POP is it is always out there and we never quite accomplish it but we are moving towards it. I think that’s how the Sermon on the Mount is meant to be understood.  
The Sermon on the Mount is Jesus moral vision for those of us who are striving to have the Christian faith and everyday life intersect. It’s that vision that calls not to talk about beings God’s light in the world but calls us to be the light to the world.
Begins with the beatitudes…..blessed  beattus….means to be blessed, happy, fortunate it is the state where your life is actually fulfilled,  a contentment, an abundance and satisfaction in life.  Don’t we all want to reach that place where we find our lives filled with significance and joy and contentment?  Jesus is saying here is where you find it,,,,here is the secret to joy and contentment.

The world tries to give us other directions doesn’t it?  Jesus answer to where contentment is found is almost the exact antithesis to what the world teaches will make us happy.

Picture of the great reversal….the world has one set of values and God has another.   suffering, meek, gentle, surrendered to God. 

Jesus offers us a recipe for blessedness but it sure doesn’t sound like blessedness does it?  Doesn’t say in the future you will be blessed in the kingdom of heaven when you die…..he says you will be blessed now as you believe it now.

Were blessed because we believe in God’s promises and we trust in them now.  When you’re grieving the way we get through that is because you know what the future holds. There is your blessings in grief.  So we have faith, we trust what God promises is true and in the midst of that faith we find blessedness, hope, contentment,  in this life right now.  (People who have lost a loved one tell me one thing consistently:  “I don’t know how I would have gotten through this without my faith in God.”  Blessed are those who grieve……  
Last part of my introduction:  I think the Beatitudes show us a picture of the heart of God (who God smiles on).  It’s not that God loves the poor more.  I believe when God sees someone who is poor in spirit or grieving or merciful his heart just goes out to them.  You know that with your kids, you love them all the time right?  But when one of them is having a real tough time, a challenge your heart just goes right out to them doesn’t it?  
Just look at a couple of these today

Poor in spirit       character God is looking for spiritually destitute.  These are the people who don’t think God is lucky you have me for his follower    Instead the attitude is, “How could I be so fortunate that God would call me his child?”  Humility…The more successful we become in life the easier it is to loose that…… What happens when hubris takes over even in the corporate world or politics  (John Edwards).  He admitted as much.  He was beyond following the rules he said.   We live in a great area and sometimes we can start to feel like we deserve it or I’m better than that person and act that way not even meaning too. That affects our spiritual life.  Blessed are the poor in spirit.  Pride also happens in our spiritual life when we are growing spiritually and we begin to know that we have it all figured out and he/she over there doesn’t. Devil is very subtle as he whispers….hey you’re doing really good.  That person over there didn’t even know how to find the book Thessalonians in the bible without looking it up in the table of contents.  You begin to feel pretty good don’t you?  You know what I’m talking about don’t you?  
Those who morn……..#1 voice in this congregation I know.  Loss of a child, death of a parent, death of a spouse, loss of a job, loss of a relationship, infertility.  Note from a parishioner “Without my faith in God the emotional rollercoaster could have been unbearable.  I’ve had to put my trust in God.  I struggle daily trying to have trust and figure out what God is up to but I have hope most of the time.”  I suggested that this person read the Lament psalm deal with this part of our relationship with God when the psalmist asks why, why, why?  These psalms always end this way  “yet O God in all of this I will trust in your unfailing love.”  

Rev   wipe away every tear from their eyes…………promise

The world promises a life without suffering.  that’s a lie….everyone suffers, that is part of our fallen human condition.  Jesus says trust in God’s promises you find the blessedness that God intends.

Thirst after righteousness…..pure in heart………sounds almost Victorian it’s so quaint.  Find the things you want to that you think will fill you up or find the right things?  Right things a relationship with God will fill you up.  Being the right person doing the right thing in God’s sight.

Merciful and Peacemakers:  Our natural inclination is to get even or a head.  Truth is people are going to wrong us, injustice, people will talk about us behind our backs.  How will you live?  Retribution harbor anger, hurt feelings?  Blessedness isn’t found there.  Forgiveness is an upcoming topic.

What our world needs isn’t universal health care or tax cuts.  What our world needs are   people who are salt and light.  People who live this stuff.  Walk the walk not just talk the talk.  

The world has one recipe for happiness; self confident free from suffering, filled with power, if you seize the day not letting your conscience get in the way, if you are hip, cool, strong enough to force others to do what you want them to do then you are blessed.  One problem is that doesn't work and the eternal consequences are disastrous. Jesus offers a better way poor in spirit, morn, meek, merciful, those who hunger and thirst for what is right.

Hope and prayer for you is you are a part of the 1/3 that have faith integrated into your daily life.  That your belief affects your behavior.  That you do good not because you have to but because God has been transforming your heart and you want to.  I pray that your heart is shaped in such a way that God smiles and says of you, “that’s one of my children.”  Blessed are you because God has great things in store for you.

Let us pray:

Lord we confess to you as we read the Sermon on the Mount that we have fallen short again and again.  We have become proud inside.   Forgive us for this and mold and shape us to humble in your site and to help us put others first.

We confess to you that we have hungered and thirsted for lots of things other than righteousness and we have sacrificed almost anything to get those things…forgive us for this.

We confess to you that we have been so worried about what others might say about us that we have not stood up to be counted as yours.  Forgive us Lord.

We pray that by your Holy Sprit that you would shape in our hearts those things that would please you and that as a congregation you would help us to be among those who are committed to be your loving and committed followers day by day. 

