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A Homily preached by         “You can be sure of Jesus; We really are that blessed!”
The Rev’d Jo Popham          Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany

January 30, 2011
Matthew 5:1-12

Rabbit sidled up to Winnie the Pooh and leaned on him. Pooh turned and asked:

“What is it Rabbit?” “Oh, nothing, I just wanted to be sure of you,” Rabbit said. Today

we the family of St. Andrew’s Anglican Church will gather at our AGM to touch, to

check in, to be sure of one another. We do this routinely so that we know the state of the

church, to recall where we have been together and where we are going. So my sermon

will take on a very different manner, I pray. Some priests who serve as incumbents,

whether priests-in-charge, like myself, or rectors, call this sort of sermon a ‘charge.’

In her 2008 “Speech from the Throne” Michaëlle Jean, acting as the Queen’s

representative, spoke of a stronger Canada beginning this way: “we are free to reach our

full potential thanks to the efforts of women and men, young and old, who established

democracy in this country, where anything is possible.” The then Governor General gave

this speech to officially open the new session of Parliament, to set out the broad goals and

directions of the government and the initiatives it will undertake to accomplish those

goals. She said: “This country is made up of every hope we cherish, every dream we

pursue, every project we realize. “

If you heard President Barach Obama’s “State of the Union” this past Tuesday, it was

a speech that challenged those in the US Congress to be part of a better country together.

It was his charge sermon to them.

So today I am giving us a charge, but it is something that we must all do together, like

the country song says we must walk “side by side, not in front of or behind one another.”

To go forward to live into the Kingdom of God, the Kingdom of Heaven, as Matthew’s

Gospel says, we must work together. Let me reflect a bit work that I count as one of our

successes.



2 of 4

The Community Growth committee has helped plant our Jubilation service. And they

have been instrumental in adding to the life of this parish establishing the new

Togetherness Tuesdays. These efforts are  intended to feed us in a little different way

than our usual worship experiences on Sunday mornings and in our study together during

Lent or in the fall with our adult education series. New opportunities for worship,

fellowship, and study have and will continue to grow us spiritually so that we have more

to offer those outside our walls. Knowing and dwelling in the presence of Jesus Christ is

meant to be shared.

I believe that we at St. Andrew’s are indeed growing spiritually. It now is time to

grow the community. I charge us all to take the next step, to share the light. Christ dwells

here. Christ abides with us. So I encourage the community growth committee and all of

us to reach out to those we know who are not churched, to invite them to come, to come

and see what Christ has done in our lives and our common life. I pray that we embrace

this outreach to others so that they too may become part of us, but mainly so that they

will know God through the abiding presence of Christ among us. The first Sunday of

each month is nametag Sunday. Perhaps that is the day we should invite others to join us.

First Sundays could become the day we intentionally bring a friend to church.

Jesus sat down with his immediate community. He had taken his disciples, and the

crowds followed them. His intent was to the teach them. It indeed was a mountaintop

experience. He taught them – and he teaches us – using a series of “blessed are”

statements that describe exactly what the Kingdom of Heaven is like. Rather than cursing

or pitying the poor, the hungry, those who wept, he blessed them.

This manner of speech occurred in the Old Testament and in Jewish and pagan

literature of the 1st century. Historically, in the Jewish tradition, beatitudes were not

intended to be imperatives, to be expressions of what should be, but rather they were

indicative in mood, declaring what is. Scholars insist that we cannot take the beatitudes as

imperatives or exhortations. We should keep them in the indicative. But in the context of
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first century hearers, they would surely go where we go and allow the beatitudes to take

on an imperative function. It would have been hard for them – just as it is hard for us –

not to take these beautiful indicative statements as an imperative to an ethical ideal.

We all have heard many sermons on the beatitudes. And I have preached them many

times. So in the context of a charge to St. Andrew’s I have to wonder why Jesus spoke to

the disciples using the beatitudes:

Did our Lord speak to the disciples because there were among them those who were

“poor in spirit” and some who were mourning? Or is it more likely that among his own

there were some who claimed to be rich in their spiritual practices?      Were there any

who had much to grieve but they had not?        Were some of them in the crowd meek?

Perhaps there were those who were not humble or meek, but were too assertive?         Did

some “hunger and thirst for righteousness”? Or did some seek virtuous lives not so much

for the sake of righteousness but for being right?            Were there “merciful’ among

them and even some who were “pure of heart”? Or did some have ulterior motives in

their decision making?           Were there “peacemakers” among them? Not all, but

perhaps some, of them on that mountaintop were less than peaceable.            And were

his closest friends or any of his many followers being persecuted? Or were some

unwilling to be persecuted for their beliefs?

The disciples and some of Jesus’s followers likely were very human, like we are.

Perhaps they needed Jesus to teach them that even when they were not the picture of a

loving community, that even when they thought they were righteous because of the way

they lived, that even when they were not so peaceful or peaceable, that even when they

were impatient and abrupt with one another, that they were worthy of living in the

Kingdom of God. I hope that you all know that I, your Priest-in-Charge, am preaching to

myself here, for you know me, and you know that I am all too human. But I am blessed to

live in this loving community where when I have made mistakes and when I have seen

things too dimly (Pun intended!) you have spoken the truth in love, and I have been
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forgiven. And I have done the same for you. Jesus taught his followers using the

beatitudes on that mountain – and he teaches us right here today at St. Andrew’s – that

we all are children of God. We have been and will again be comforted when we most

need it, and we will receive mercy, and we will rejoice and be glad. We are that blessed.

If we were to take the beatitudes at face value and not interpret them for today, we

might only see a lovely picture of heaven where the roles are reversed, where we would

be rewarded for being meek, pure of heart, for being a peacemaker, but our reward would

be in heaven. But if we believe that we can experience the Kingdom of God – heaven –

here on earth, then we should strive to take these very personal individual beatitudes to

heart even, and especially, when we are not among the meek, the righteous, the

peacemakers and the persecuted. With a change of heart we then are truly blessed. For

surely we want to experience God’s presence among us. And that would be heaven.

Whenever a community is tested, whenever we experience a trauma of some sort,

when we heal, we are stronger. In years past we have been stretched here at St. Andrew’s,

but not to the breaking point. We have healed. And like a graft on a tree, we have become

stronger. We are a healed and a healing community, and it is time to offer the Kingdom

of Heaven to others.

Just as Michaëlle Jean charged Canada to reach her full potential, I am certain that St.

Andrew’s can reach her full potential. But I am equally certain that we will have to do it

together. There is spirit of blessedness here. And I charge us to bring more to see what

we have here at St. Andrew’s. Sidle up to Jesus, my friends. We can be sure of him.

Whatever we ask of him will be done if it is done in community, if it is done as a family.

We can be sure of this. And we will recognize this assurance as we gather to assess the

state St. Andrew’s at our Annual Meeting later today and as we go forth with confidence

to a blessed future.

Amen.

Amen.


