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 Suppose Jesus were to return to earth on this July 4, 2012.  Suppose that  

this is the year that fulfills the expectations of Christian millenialists, the year of 

Christ’s return and final victory.  Let’s suppose as well that instead of wrapping 

everything up in one big battle at Armageddon, instead Jesus chooses to be elected 

ruler of the earth, and campaigns for the job like an American politician—like  

Barak Obama and George Romney.  Christ returns running for office in an attempt 

to bring all the peoples of the earth together.  In his campaign, Jesus comes to the 

U.S. and is invited to address a joint session of Congress, and preaches what would 

be known as the “Sermon on the Hill.”   

 “Blessed are you, America, for yours is a great and prosperous land.  Bles-

sed are you for achieving the greatest degree of freedom for the largest number of 

people.  Blessed are you for gaining the highest standard of living for the most 

people and the most equitable distribution of wealth in the world.  Blessed are you 

for all you do in preserving peace and striving for justice in the world.  Blessed are 

you for doing so well and always trying to do better.”   

 You know, that’s what most of us would expect Christ to say about America 

if Jesus were to come to us in this day and age, for this is how we see ourselves as 

a nation, by and large; blessed with blessings so bountiful that it almost seems God 

has especially chosen us from among all the nations of the earth.   

 
 The major fault in this fantasy with which we have begun this adventure in 

preaching God’s Word is that Christ does not proclaim his blessings—the Beati-

tudes—to the comfortable, the prosperous, or to the satisfied at all.  No, rather 

Jesus’ blessings are proclaimed to the poor in spirit and to mourners, to the meek 

and hungry, to the merciful and poor, to peacemakers and the persecuted.  The 

blessings of Christ are not poured out upon us who are able stand on our own  
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two feet but upon those who are downtrodden and have no hope.  They are pro-

claimed to those with no expectations for tomorrow in order to give them what  

we, with expectations, plans, and dreams, take for granted—hope!   

 How do we know this?  Not only can we see who they are addressed to in 

Matthew but when we look at Luke’s Beatitudes (6.20-26) we see the same target 

audience—the poor and hungry, the weeping and hated, the excluded, reviled, and 

defamed.  But more than that we find in Luke there is a set of “Woes” targeted to 

the well-off—that is, to us!  In our lesson from Deuteronomy, Moses promises that 

God will bless Israel for following the divine commandments, and curse them if 

they don’t.  The Beatitudes are obviously Jesus’ blessing, and the “Woes” are the 

curse.  “Woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation.  Woe to 

you who are full now, for you will be hungry.  Woe to you who are laughing now, 

for you shall mourn and weep.  Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is 

what  their ancestors did to the false prophets.”  Whoa!  Stop!  Let’s check this out! 

 
 In the traditional English translation of the Beatitudes, the Greek word 

makàrioi at the beginning of each beatitude is translated as “blessed,” a word that 

has little currency in popular usage today.  Modern translations often employ the 

word “happy” as a substitute but this does the Greek a disservice by weakening the 

original intent and force of makàrioi.  Literally translated it could mean “how for-

tunate you are,” or even “how well off you are,” translations that could well fit our 

fantasy of Jesus’ return.  The vigor, power, and active qualities of these phrases are 

in sharp contrast with the benign and passive “blessed.”  Blessed may give the im-

pression that Christ means to say something like this—“You poor things!  You are 

experiencing terrible problems right now, but cheer up!  God cares for you none-

theless.”   

 Of course, while no one is beyond the pale of God’s love and concern, this is  
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how we who have been blessed with the material things of life tend to apply the 

Beatitudes to those who haven’t been so well-blessed as sort of a spiritual balm to 

ease the pain of poverty and oppression.  But if we turn to the literal meaning of 

the Greek, makàrioi, “how fortunate you are,” something very different occurs in 

our understanding of Jesus’ sayings.  The same distinctive meaning appears in the 

traditional Spanish translation of the Beatitudes where the word familiar to us as 

“blessed” appears as bienaventurados.  Literally translated into English, this com-

pound Spanish word fits the Greek exactly—“Good fortune to you!”  Or, “Your 

adventure goes well!”  This meaning fits in with our American experience which 

for many historians is seen as a grand and glorious adventure and by many Chris-

tians as an adventure in which the nation has been blessed.   

 
 So, how would the Beatitudes sound if we borrowed from the Spanish trans-

lation?  “Good adventure to you who are burdened with poverty, for God is with 

you.  Have hope!  Good adventure to you who mourn, for you shall receive conso-

lation.  Have hope!  Good adventure to you who are meek, for what the arrogant 

have taken shall be yours.  Have hope!  Good adventure to you who hunger and 

thirst, for you shall be rightly filled.  Have hope!”  “Have hope!” because, as the 

letter to the Hebrews says, genuine hope is fixed on what can be seen only by faith.  

It is an expectation born of faith, the faith of those who have no reason to hope but 

who, because of faith, continue to hope. 

 Yes, the blessings of Christ are pronounced upon the poor and hungry, the 

peacemakers and persecuted.  Their condition is termed a “good adventure,” one 

where God is with them, and freely grants them perseverance and strength.  Be-

cause divine laws are broken in such a way as to create the conditions in which 

they must live, God in mercy reaches out to them.  According to the Beatitudes—

and even more so in Luke’s than in Matthew’s—the poor and those persecuted for  
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the sake of justice receive the benefit of the rule of God.   

 Indeed, many Christians in the developing world proclaim that God has a 

preferential love for the poor and Liberation theologians hold that if one reads the 

Bible in light of this conviction the scriptures become a radical testament of God’s 

love for the impoverished and oppressed.  Yet we don’t have to be from the devel-

oping world or Liberation theologians to see that the Bible does testify to God’s 

special love for the poor and for those who because of their condition are more 

open to God’s grace.  We simply need to take off our middle-class American 

glasses when we read the gospels and see Jesus’ teachings for what they are.   

 There is no question that God loves all people, rich, poor and middle class 

alike and that all live by God’s grace.  But we who are well-off need to remember 

the first “woe” in Luke, “Woe to you who are rich, for you have received your con-

solation.”  The point of the blessings and woes in the Beatitudes is justice.  If we 

are rich in any sense relative to those who are poor and have not shared our wealth 

in meaningful and justifiable ways to alleviate poverty and suffering, well, we’ve 

had our reward already ‘cause we’ve had the good things.  And we run the risk of 

our material condition and possessions becoming the objects of our love and trust 

and thus closing ourselves off from God’s love and grace. 

 
 Yet rather than pursue a question typical of young children of whether God, 

or Mom, or Daddy loves you better than me, the scriptures, Jesus, and the Beati-

tudes raise a much more fundamental question—what is our relationship to the 

poor?  With our amazing wealth as a nation, as families and individuals, even in 

spite of the present recession, are we able to be one with the poor?  Despite our 

wealth, even if only relative, we are confronted again and again with people who 

are genuinely poor, from those who draw upon our Food Pantry, to those who 

starve to death in the far-off corners of the earth, but who are brought to us via the  
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many forms of media that serve us.  We are thus forced to address one of the most 

basic questions of faith—how are we related to the poor?  How do we love our 

neighbors who lack food or health care, shelter or jobs, or who may not have the 

skills and abilities to become gainfully employed.  How do we “do unto others” 

who because of a lack of opportunity or education or because of injustice or op-

pression have had no opportunity to be anything other than poor or who in some 

political circumstances would be killed if they sought dignity and justice.  How are 

we involved in this adventure, where is the good in it?  How do we participate in 

the adventure the poor seem to be cursed with, so that some good will come out  

of it, good for us all? 

 
 Here are two possibilities.  One is that of being “poor in spirit” ourselves.  

Yes, our becoming poor in spirit.  Now here’s a twist, for the traditional interpreta-

tion of this Beatitude in Matthew, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven,” is that the poor in spirit are the discouraged in faith and are 

being told to hang in there for they will get their reward.  But an equally legitimate 

interpretation of the phrase “poor in spirit” is that it applies to those who are “one 

in spirit with the poor,” to those whose heart and sympathy are genuinely for the 

poor.  Now the Beatitude might read, “Good adventure to you who are one in spirit 

with the poor, for the reign of God is yours.”  Or even, “May your adventure go 

well, you who carry the poor in your hearts, for God’s rule is with you.”  The very 

act of sharing, identifying, being one with another, taking on the suffering of the 

other is to enter into life, to taste life’s fullness, even as God did in becoming Im-

manuel, in becoming Jesus, in becoming a human being.  In tasting the fullness of 

life, its joy and bitterness, Christ becomes the fullness of life; just as we, in becom-

ing one in spirit with others less fortunate than we are, can contribute to the full-

ness of their lives and of ours.  We become one with the poor. 
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 The other possibility has a practical side: our increasing participation in 

programs, activities, and organizations committed to the elimination of poverty, the 

alleviation of oppression, the achievement of justice and peace in the world.  It is, 

very simply put to put faith into practice, to translate what we believe into how we 

act for the building of God’s reign on earth.  And not just acting on our personal 

faith but on our corporate faith, as the church, as we do in our ministry here and 

with organizations that share our calling.   

 Two very simple things.  First, to be one in spirit with the poor and oppres-

sed in our hearts and minds, prayers and concerns.  And second, to be at one in ac-

tion with them in our attempts to fully include them in God’s bounty, and work 

with them to achieve the blessings with which we have been blessed.  Then per-

haps our fantasy of Christ’s return would not be so fantastic and Jesus would say  

to us when returning again and addressing our nation, “Good adventure to you, 

America, for the blessings you have received, you have shared with others.  You 

have been the salt of the earth, for you have included peoples of all nations of the 

world among your own and through them have scattered seeds of hope upon the 

tortured plains of poverty and oppression everywhere.  You have been a light on 

the hill, a beacon of hope for all the world to see your example of freedom, equal-

ity and justice for all, and your model to which other nations and peoples of the 

world may strive.  Bienadventurados, America, your adventure is a good one!” 

AMEN! 

 


