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On Christmas morning during my freshman year of college my parents gave me two books.  My father gave me a copy of the book “Personal Finance for Dummies” and my mother, apparently without having consulted my father about this, bought me “Cooking for Dummies.”  Both were life skills they thought I could use a little help developing.  This was my first introduction to the “Dummies” series – and other than being somewhat concerned that both my parents seemed to think I was a dummy, I actually got some good use out of them in the years that followed.

And it made me curious – I wonder if they make a “Christianity for Dummies” book?  It turns out that they do.  But if you don’t want to spend the $14.95 on amazon.com and you’re looking for a basic introduction to living the Christian life as Jesus taught it, the chapter of Matthew that we read this morning would make a great alternative.  

This chapter of Matthew, along with the two that follow it, form a kind of “Christianity for Dummies” handbook.  These chapters contain Jesus’ famous Sermon on the Mount – the first coherent articulation of his teachings to the newly gathered disciples.  The Beatitudes, the Lord’s Prayer, a Summary of the Ten Commandments – all the fundamental frameworks that shape a Christian life are summarized here.  If you’re looking for a place to begin – or a place to begin again – in your life-long journey with God, re-reading these three chapters wouldn’t be a bad first step.  The Sermon on the Mount, and particularly the Beatitudes, lays out Jesus’ vision of an abundant life.  But this is no ordinary vision of abundance:  

Blessed are the poor in spirit.  Blessed are those who mourn. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.  Blessed are those who are persecuted.  This hardly sounds like a blueprint for a successful life.  In the secular communities that we are part of, the good life is one of plenty rather than one of poverty, one of happiness rather than one of mourning, one of satisfaction rather than one of hunger, one of safety rather than one of persecution.  But Jesus offers a wider vision of what constitutes success in life.  His vision centers on a different set of values; values that find special blessing and meaning in places of poverty, mourning, pain, persecution, and hunger – because it is those identities that more easily lead us into deeper relationship with God.  Somehow, experiences of poverty bring people closer to God. 

I think it is important to linger over this aspect of Jesus’ teaching for a while because, like it or not, it is central to the Gospels.  Again and again, Jesus’ makes it clear that he is concerned about the experience of poverty, about people on the margins of society, about those with little social power.  The people who most easily and quickly flock to Jesus are the ones who are living the least traditionally “successful life”: poor fishermen, lepers, prostitutes, the mentally ill, the socially rejected.  These are the folks to whom Jesus spoke the Beatitudes on the hillside by the Sea of Galilee.  And to them, for whom suffering was a visible and shared experience, this message of blessing made sense and created unity amidst difference.

II.

Now, I don’t remember the first time I actually heard the Beatitudes, but I do remember the first time I started to grasp this meaning.  And it didn’t make sense to me at all.  I had always thought that Jesus loved everyone.  But this made it sound like Jesus’ had a special preference for some people more than others – that Jesus thought his ministry, his movement was really meant for people who had been cast to the outside of society’s margins.  Some theologians call this Jesus’ “preferential option for the poor.”  And to be honest, at eighteen years old, as a white, male, freshman at an Ivy League school, from a wealthy family, I was pretty sure that I wasn’t very close to the margins. 

So a kind of gap opened up between Jesus and me.  I knew from the Gospels that Jesus was primarily concerned with those who were poor, and I didn’t consider myself poor.  It sounded like Jesus wasn’t particularly interested in me.  At first this distance between Jesus and I wasn’t a big deal.  I still went to church regularly, offered my time to various ministries, received communion, and prayed for others during the prayers of the people, especially those who were poor.  I even became a lay leader in my church community. All this brought me some temporary satisfaction that I was doing the right things, but what I didn’t feel was very close to God.  It was kind of ironic.  The more I did the right things, the more distant from God I felt.  And so the gap stuck around for a while – a couple years, in fact.   

Since I became a priest, it’s safe to assume that something changed in the relationship. I still think that Jesus’ primary concern is for those who are poor, so I’m pretty sure that what changed was my perception of myself.  

Though I wouldn’t have known this at the time, during those years when I was convinced I wasn’t poor at all, in fact, I was poor in spirit.  On the outside, things looked fine, but on the inside I was lacking something.  I was hungry for a closer relationship with God.  It wasn’t that I was looking for more certainty, but I was looking for a feeling of greater spiritual confidence.  I knew people who had this, and I wanted it, too.  In fact, I needed it.  Actually, I was somewhat ashamed that, as someone active in my church and as a leader even, I didn’t already have it.  How could I admit that I was really still a beginner with God?  

You see, growing up, I’d always thought abundant life meant not lacking anything, having every need satisfied, not hungering or thirsting for anything.  Other people had needs, and I could try to be mindful of the needs of others, especially at church.  But fundamentally I believed I was different than those other people, because all my needs – at least all the important ones – were met.   

What I didn’t understand then was that Jesus’ core teachings were all meant to reveal that the experience of being poor in some way, of lacking something really important that you don’t already have is an essential part of an abundant human life.  And I came to realize that, strangely, when it came to spiritual confidence, to having a life-giving intimate relationship with God, I was actually poor; lacking something that was not really optional, if I wanted to live an abundant life.

Or maybe I did actually know all this, but just didn’t know how to trust it.  After all, the idea that experiences of poverty are a part of an abundant life is a paradox, actually it’s more than a paradox – it’s a paradox with consequences. And paradoxes cannot be solved, they can only be experienced, and through that experience, trusted.  

I’d be lying if I told you that I’m no longer poor in spirit - that I had attained the level of spiritual confidence I’d been seeking.  But I am no longer afraid that being a spiritual beginner is a condition that I should be ashamed of.  Like most kinds of poverty, it is not something I will be able to grow out of on my own, but something that will only happen through the gifts and graces found in relationships with other people of faith – relationships where my abundance will aid another’s poverty, and another’s abundance will aid mine. 

III.

In a few minutes, we will all celebrate the Baptism of George Raeke together at the font.  Like Jesus’ teaching that poverty is a part of abundant life, Baptisms are also paradoxical.  The use of water is meant to symbolize a kind of drowning, even though the sacrament is all about new life in the community of Christ.  How can death be a part of new life?  This too, is a paradox, one that is at the heart of our Christian faith.  It too, cannot be solved, only experienced and then trusted. 

This kind of trust is hard, which is why we rely on our community of faith to help us develop and sustain it.  When I talked with Tim and Kerrie, George’s parents, about why they wanted George to be baptized here at St. Andrew’s, they spoke of how wonderful it is that the community gathers around the font when we do baptisms.  It’s a powerful symbol – all of us standing together around a paradox: that death is a part of new life, that our poverty is part of our abundance.  By standing around the font, we show our desire to trust in that paradox, and to let that paradox help shape our lives.  And we commit to helping George develop that trust in his life over time. 

Today George is a spiritual beginner.  And as we renew our own Baptismal Vows alongside George, we, too, are invited to become beginners again:  beginners who seek to become ever closer to Jesus, who are thankful for this community of trust and support, and who feel blessed not just for our abundance, but also for our poverty.  Amen.

