
“Be Happy”  

Sermon preached at Church on the Hill 

Lenox, Massachusetts 

Twenty-second Sunday after Pentecost • All Saints • 5 November 2017 

The Rev. Dr. John A. Nelson 

1   

In the days when Jesus walked the earth, called his disciples and, healed those who 

thought they were beyond healing …  

in the days when Jesus confronted the machinery of war and exploitation, faced off 

against religious leaders who had presumed to take God’s power for themselves … 

in the days when Jesus lived in wide-open vulnerability to the world, with his only 

defense the living Word of God …  

in those days it was a problem, to be poor in spirit. Just as being poor is a problem now.  

To be poor in any way can mean that we haven’t pleased God, because there is a belief, 

even in some of us, that stability and security is evidence of God’s blessing. I have caught myself 

thinking that poverty is a personal problem rather than a flaw in society. There are preachers who 

gather thousands for worship, filling enormous arenas, in part because they declare that that 

prosperity will come to the faithful. Being poor in any way is a bad thing, and it’s probably your 

fault: that’s the persistent, pernicious message of the society we live in. Blessed are the 

comfortable and contented; pitiable are the rest. Same as in Jesus’ time: some things, sadly, 

never change.  

It was then, and is now, miserable to be in mourning. Mourning means terrible loss: the 

kind of loss that makes the sunshine into an insult and the nighttime filled with awful loneliness. 

Mourning means the loss of companionship, an emotional earthquake that shakes until the inner 

furniture of our heart collides and breaks. Grief is weakness. Blessed are those with no emotional 

baggage; pitiable are the rest. Same as in Jesus’ time: some things, sadly, never change.  

It was then, and is now, a liability to be meek or tender. Instead we reward assertiveness, 

gumption, entrepreneurship. Blessed are those with strength to carve out a path through life; 

pitiable are the rest. Same as in Jesus’ time: some things, sadly, never change.  

It was then, and is now, a liability to live by ideals like justice and righteousness. Greed is 

good, in this economy. Blessed are those who make the practical compromises demanded by the 

“real world”; pitiable are the rest. Same as in Jesus’ time: some things, sadly, never change.  

It was then, and is now, simply stupid to be merciful. The world is full of dangers and 

unscrupulous people; mercy inevitably means letting them have their way. Maybe you remember 

a line from that old TV show, Hill Street Blues, when the duty sergeant would end the morning 

roll call by saying: “Let’s do it to them before they do it to us.” Holding a mirror up to our 

nature. Blessed are those with the toughness of the pioneers, ready to stake a claim and fight off 

every enemy. Pitiable are the rest. Same as in Jesus’ time: some things, sadly, never change.  

You get the idea. Pitiable are the peacemakers: their heads are in the clouds, 

insufficiently aware of on-the-ground realities. Pitiable are those persecuted for righteousness’ 

sake: they probably had it coming. Pitiable are you when people mock you for believing that 
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God is doing a new and different thing. Same as in Jesus’ time: some things, sadly, never 

change. 

Some things never change, whether in ancient time or present time. Even if the clocks 

jump an hour one way or the other, the times keep a dreadful consistency. Base human nature 

persists.  

3   

But in Jesus — not in Jesus’ time, but in Jesus — things do change. Alongside Jesus, 

everything changes. With Jesus, reality is not what we thought it was. All the external conditions 

of the world may remain the same, but in Jesus there is a new reality.  

1 When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, 

his disciples came to him. 2 Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying:  

3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the [realm] of heaven.  

4 “Bessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.  
5 “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 
6 “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be 

filled.  

7 “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.  

8 “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 
9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 
10 “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the 

[realm] of heaven.  

11 “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds 

of evil against you falsely on my account. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great 

in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”  

With Jesus, reality is not what we thought it was. All the external conditions of the world 

may remain the same, but in Jesus there is a new reality.  

We choose to live in Jesus’ reality, and insist that the external conditions of the world are 

a terrible falsehood.  

Take it from Jesus: you are blessed. Not because you have avoided poverty or weakness, 

but precisely because that’s how God gets into you, and that’s how God calls people into the 

realm of grace. Be happy, saints!  

The saints are those who, through centuries, have lived in times very like our times, and 

discovered that their greatest hope lay in exactly what looked like foolishness to most of the 

world.  

In the poverty of my spirit, in the poverty of your spirit, there is need of God and room 

for God to enter in. And God does. Blessing of spirit, generous beyond measure: blessing of God 

for you, the saints of God.  

In the dark valley of grief there is need of God’s guidance and protection, and the Good 

Shepherd enters in. Blessing of comfort, generous beyond measure: blessing of God for you, the 

saints of God. 



J. Nelson, “Be Happy” (5 Nov 2017)  page 3 

In the vulnerability of meekness we recognize and make room for the strength of the God 

we first knew as a defenseless infant. Blessing of a place to call home and solidarity, generous 

beyond measure: blessing of God for you, the saints of God. 

In the deprivation and desperation and disappointment known by each person who 

dreams of a world where petty human vengeance gives way to God’s righteousness, there is a 

gift beyond price: even in hard times, you remember the vision. You are the bearers of God’s 

promise. The blessing of God for you, the saints of God, generous beyond measure.  

Oh, saints, rejoice and be exceedingly glad!  

4   

If someone asks you what your church is about, perhaps you will say it is committed to 

caring for neighbors, near and far. Perhaps you will say it is a welcoming place, an open and 

affirming congregation. Perhaps you will say it values a deep history in maintaining a presence 

of faithful, Christ-centered community in the Berkshires.  

And you might even say:  

• that in a society that mostly values excess and material success, your church is a 

group of people who are often poor in spirit;  

• that among those who suspect that grief is weak, your church is a group of people 

who have make room for the holy beauty of grieving;  

• that in an aggressive society, your church makes space for meekness;  

• that your church is a group of people hungering and thirsting for an elusive or 

invisible righteousness,  

• that even when it means we get hurt, your church practices mercy,  

• that despite the world’s demands for compromise with evil, church is a group of 

people striving for wholeness of heart,  

• that despite the longing for vengeance, your church believes in shalom, the peace of 

God. 

Perhaps, in other words, you will say that you belong to the saints. People who, in the 

words of a great poet,  

age after age, perversely / with no extraordinary power, / reconstitute the world. 

(Audre Lorde) 
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And just in case this is the first sermon you have ever heard …  

… and in case this is the last sermon you will ever hear …  

… remember that you are one of the saints, and you are among the saints. Beloved of 

God and called by God and filled with God’s astonishing generosity.  

Praise be to God.  


