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A Homily by             “Being the Blessed”
The Rev’d Jo Popham            All Saints – Year A

October  30, 2011
Matthew 5:1-12

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 5:3).

Many of us have worked in soup kitchens and prepared and handed out sandwiches to

the hungry. I too have worked on the grate patrol in Washington, DC. I have done street

ministry giving out food, water, and the word of God to the poor in New Orleans, and I

have had the blessing of working at a wonderful place called Caritas in Austin, Texas,

where I organized their food pantry, made lunches, and ate with the needy. Many of us

have looked into the eyes of those in need of food and in need of spiritual sustenance.

Often I could not look in the eyes of the poor, because they would not meet mine. It was

as though they were ashamed of being poor…embarrassed by their state of being poor in

spirit. They had lost their dignity. They were poor. Do you think they felt blessed? They

were poor in spirit. Do you really think they felt blessed by their spiritual barrenness?

Stories abound these days about people who cannot find work, people who are no longer

employable because of age or infirmity. Can we really expect the poor among us to feel

blessed? Even if we used the translation “happy are those who are poor” for “blessed are

the poor,” it just does not seem to work. Perhaps because the opposite of blessed is not

unhappy but, rather, cursed.

A pat on the back – “There there, it will all be all right…remember God loves

you…and, by the way, the kingdom of God is yours because you are poor…you have

heaven right here on earth by virtue of being poor in spirit” seems a mockery of what our

lord meant. I cannot help recalling a man I met a number of times over meals at Caritas in

Austin, Texas. He had two degrees from university. And yet he found himself poor, so

poor that he slept in a shelter at night and wandered the streets during the day in a state of
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hopelessness. My husband Jim and I had taken to sitting with him and eating lunch and

listening to his stories. He would barely look up from his food, but he talked

continuously. He had suggestions for us and the kitchen volunteers, a lot of suggestions,

that would make his and his fellow homeless people’s meal more enjoyable. He was

trying to contribute what he had – his opinion – his help. He was trying to have some

small bit of control over his life. But, my friends, he just couldn’t look us in the eye.

Once as our time with him was coming to a close, he did look up and thank us “for

pretending to care” he said. I was floored, because I did care, or perhaps I only thought I

was being caring. Yes, he was right, I only thought I knew what spiritual poverty was.

Another time in a similar situation my own peers in ministry expressed their concern

because I did not conform to their pastoral style. I was too friendly with the poor and

spiritually poor when we were doing street ministry together in the parking lot of the

flooded out Walgreen’s pharmacy at the corner of Caffin and St. Claude in New Orleans.

It was routine for the volunteers to set up a tent and tables beside the diocesan RV to

hand out water, canned Vienna sausages, cheese crackers, and Bibles to those poor who

came to us for help. Those distributing food and water were supposed to stay on their side

of the table – it was like a barrier between the haves and the have–nots – between the

poor and their “benefactors.” We who served the poor were to be distant and set-apart

from those we served, and for goodness sake we were never to give anyone two cans of

Vienna sausages. And if people asked for bleach we were to tell them to go to the RV and

put their name on the list. Now, the RV was air-conditioned. And the clergy often stayed

in the air-conditioning and took names and drivers license numbers – which apart from

being demoralizing is also against the law. After a suitable wait period that was strictly

enforced the poor could come back on the appointed day and pick up their bottle of

bleach. Well, I broke all the rules. I introduced myself by name, which invited those who

came to us for help to do the same. I broke with tradition and went on other side of the
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table – the other side of the barrier – to talk with them. One on one they lifted their eyes

to mine. I ask them where they had landed after the evacuation, how their homes were

coming, where their Mama was. And I prayed with them. I often saw the same people

there on that corner, and I greeted them the way you would greet a friend in the New

Orleans fashion: “How you doin’?” They greeted me the same way, because we really

did care about how the other was doin’. A few years later when I was home to visit, I was

approached by a friend from my home parish who said she had heard about me on the

streets in the 9th Ward. People asked her if she knew where the tall white woman was

who used to do ministry on the street. They said: “We didn’t need their bottled water and

their stale crackers. The only one who ever helped us was that blonde woman. She

listened to our stories. She was the only one who prayed with us.” Again, I was floored.

Could it be that the poor and poor in spirit had actually felt blessed by a little caring

conversation and a prayer or two? I understand that some time after I found a new home

here in Calgary the ministry focus on that corner in New Orleans changed entirely. They

started offering pastoral care – listening care – to the people who were spiritually poor.

And now there is a church in that empty Walgreen’s pharmacy.

Those who first heard the beatitudes in Jesus’s sermon on the mount may have been

poor and poor in spirit. Many of them may have been so poor that they had little or no

money, and so they were unable to lead a comfortable life and often had to be subservient

to the will of the wealthy. If they were to place themselves in God’s hands then they

would be blessed, they would be happy, they would enter into the kingdom of heaven,

Jesus told them, but not only in the future – in the coming age – but in the already-present

kingdom of heaven, because the Christ was already with them. Now that is good news;

that is the hope and promise of the beatitudes.

Wherever and whenever we are poor in spirit we have access to God’s kingdom, even

here on earth. That is a hard sell on the streets with the homeless, the destitute, the truly



4 of 4

needy among us. But Jesus’s  promise is that the poor ones will be blessed, they will be

happy in the future. That seems to be of little consolation when there is no food on the

table and when there is no table. To hope for future happiness when your children are

starving is hardly something to look forward to, it seems to us. But then we know that we

have life after life ends. We know that not so long after Jesus taught using these counter-

cultural beatitudes he gave up his life to ensure our happiness – our blessedness. We

know the rest of the story. And it is that story that we must live and share with the poor

and the poor in spirit. Contrary to appearances, the man at Caritas and the people who

were willing to share their stories on the corner of Caffin and St. Claude are blessed.

They are the community to whom Jesus is reaching out – even today through us.

When we feed the hungry and listen to their stories at the Drop In Centre, when we

reach out to a family in need with our angel tree this year, we provide the means for their

being blessed, and we become more and more blessed in our own community. The story

of blessedness even when we are or were poor in spirit ourselves transcends food and

clothing. Jesus was not giving those gathered together on that hillside a list of what they

must do to get into heaven – a list of individual ethical choices they must make to merit’s

God’s favor. He was telling them – and us – that by living in community as disciples of

God’s word, we become more blessed in the here and now, and we become a blessing to

others.

In a moment we will baptize Joshua George Hands. And we will make promises to

him. It will be our responsibility to see that Josh is brought up to know God, to love God,

and to serve God. His sponsors – his parents and godparents – will be his primary

spiritual guides, but we too must see that he is never spiritually poor. We are to feed him,

my friends. We in this community are to share the Word of God with Josh so that he will

be blessed and be a blessing to others.

Lord, let it be so.    Amen.


