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Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. !
We’ve just had the two main party leaders deliver their grand visions for the year. Already the tit for tat 
response seems to be well under way, but as it does it ends up becoming something of a tug of war over 
how things are going to be fixed for the poor. Radio talkback loves this stuff and as the words benefits 
and bribes get bandied about it places already vulnerable people in a difficult situation. I hear 
beneficiaries speaking about their shame at being on a benefit: their feelings are shame at not being able 
to make a useful contribution to society, shame at finding themselves in their predicament – sickness, 
out of work, out of a relationship. They don’t get any real solace from the hosts who often struggle to 
link with their actual situations, often because they have anecdotal “evidence” of others ripping the 
system off. Then there is the populist brigade who continue the bludger and wastrel line which simply 
reinforces the feeling of shame for any beneficiaries that might still be listening. !
This makes an interesting backdrop for the two readings from Micah and Matthew, the first focussing 
on justice and the second on who is blessed in God’s world. !
We’ve got used to reading the beatitudes as a recipe for what will be in the future. The language seems 
to imply a change of state: “Blessed are those who mourn for they will be comforted.” And that “will” 
relieves us from doing anything now. “Blessed are the meek for they will inherit the earth.” That’s all 
right, so long as I can control what I’ve got. Now! !
Or we’ve reduced it to a set of feelings, reading “happy” for “blessed”. “Happy are those who are 
humble; they will receive what God has promised.” If everybody is happy and they are going to get 
what’s theirs later, then everything is all right. !
Recently, a scholar looked at these from the perspective of one of the most powerful forces that 
governed Palestinian society in Jesus’ time – honour and shame. Much of life is controlled by “shame” 
that is avoided because of the individual’s inner “sense of shame.” In other words, you act so as not to 
bring shame on yourself, your family or your community.  !
How does that work? If you have, say, a skin complaint that looks like leprosy, first you hide it from 
your family, then when it is apparent you have to go to the priest who declares you unclean. You are 
immediately cast out of your home and, the priest comes and purifies the house so the family can 
continue living there. That public act brings shame on the family because it was assumed that “leprosy” 
was a judgement from God, a judgement they had tried to hide. !
Or the parable about the night visitor in Luke 11. The man responds because of wanting to avoid 
shame. A guest to a house is also a guest of the whole village, and as such brings honour to the whole 
village by their presence. If the host can’t provide then he is bringing shame on not only himself but the 
whole village, for not treating the guest with honour. !
Blessed are they… In such a society, blessings are the visible sign of those who are honoured by God. It 
is clear who has honour, and it is clear who has not, but with that can come an attitude that judges 
those who are not receiving blessings. That attitude may not necessarily be held by individuals, but it 
certainly belongs to the wider community. We honour those who are blessed, so in a sense they get a 



double portion, while those who do not seem to be blessed are further cast out of the public gaze for 
they are clearly a source of shame. !
Once a person, or group of people are identified as such, then it is a short step to uttering accusations of 
blame, and with blame comes the perceived right to offer solutions to the predicament. The whole story 
of Job revolves around this theme. Find the right thing to do and everything will be fine. Admit your 
sin to God and God will bless you. Admit your blame to society and you’ll be put in your place. !
So what do you make of this idea? Honoured are the poor in spirit. We can go along with that, only if 
we aren’t really talking about the real poor among us. After all, we know who are really poor don’t we. 
But not the rip-off artists, the life-style choice mums on the DPB, the malingerers on the sickness 
benefit, and there are tens of thousands of them. That’s why we still need welfare reform in our country. 
All those people are stifling the economy. !
A social commentator linked in with the Poverty Action and Living Wage campaign commenting on 
these throw away labels said that whenever he hears those words being said it is understood that the 
underlying message is “the community doesn’t really have a responsibility for the poor and 
disadvantaged among us.” He then noted that it was always those who had plenty of advantage in their 
social and economic status making such comments. All those people on welfare are in their view stifling 
their chance to continue to increase their already large amounts of capital. They hide their own greed by 
pointing the finger at those who cannot defend themselves and in fact make them the scapegoat for the 
politics of envy. Blame and shame, and the middle class buys the first while the poor wears the second. !
The manifesto that Jesus brings wasn’t announced at a Rotary luncheon, but on a mountain surrounded 
by the common people. They knew what they were hearing, and they knew whom it was directed at. 
“Honoured are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven,” is said on the mountain. If you 
are not sure in your own minds, then look up Matthew 23 and read from verse 13. “Shame on you 
scribes and Pharisees,hypocrites. For you lock people out of the kingdom of heaven… For you clean the 
outside of the plate and cup, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence.” !
Only those with more than enough have the luxury of uttering words of condemnation. Our problem is 
whether we look at people through God’s eyes or the world’s eyes, whether we buy into the blame/
shame game, or whether we see honour in every person as a child of God. If that is not clear enough 
then the simple announcement from Micah to the people of Israel who had entered a phase of 
prosperity and were using it to increase the wealth of the wealthy at the expense of the poor. What does 
the LORD require, but to do justice, to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God? Justice in short 
is about how the community looks after the weakest without blame or shame being apportioned. 
Loving mercy is about having open and compassionate hearts, and walking humbly with God is about 
not claiming honour for ourselves at the expense of others in order that we may be blessed. !
This is the way of our community that we have baptised these two children into today. They are joined 
to us in such a way that we have a responsibility for them, but they become a symbol too of the 
responsibility we have for our wider community as well. Mercy, justice, and humbly walking with God 
is not a closed inward orientation for us to take – in their very essence they require us to be outward 
and open, to recognise that all are God’s honoured, blessed, loved ones. !
These are Christian values and attitudes. They are not those of the world we live in, in fact they run 
counter to everything we are taught and told. Our policy comes from a Jesus on a mountain top, not 
from a politician at a Rotary lunch, but don’t be surprised if you find it isn’t popular. Remember verse 
10. Blessed are those persecuted for justice’s sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. And yet, still we 
follow Jesus. Ain’t that the Way! 
The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear that Word!


