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 I suppose of all Jesus’ teachings, aside from a couple of the parables, the Beatitudes is 
probably the most familiar. They’re lovely and concise, easily put to song as the choir 
demonstrated so beautifully. But that familiarity can be a problem. Like so many things in our 
lives, familiarity can breed contempt. Well, maybe not so much contempt, but irrelevance. We 
hear these words and they sound so unattainable that we’re tempted to believe they aren’t really 
meant for us.  
 
 What’s being described in the Beatitudes is surely only meant for saints, for spiritual 
giants, people like Paul or St. Francis. They’re meant for heroes and not the likes of you and me. 
So we sentimentalize or spiritualize these words. We make them unattainable. We do that 
because we know deep down just how much they demand of us. We know these words are 
calling us to give up more than we’re willing to give, to risk more than we’re willing to risk. It’s 
easier to dismiss them as too idealistic, to let them hover around us and then vanish.  
 
 But I find it hard to believe that Jesus would stand before a crowd of people longing for a 
word of hope, a people living in poverty, under the oppressive boot of the most powerful army in 
the world, and only give them some spiritual bromide, empty platitudes. I think Jesus meant 
more from his words than that. I think we need to wrestle with the beatitudes, we need to pull 
them apart and really examine who are the blessed. Who is Jesus talking about? As he looks out 
on the crowd, what does he see? He sees people who are suffering, people who are grieving, 
people who are struggling, people longing for something new; longing to be free. He sees people 
who have the capacity to embody his words, to breathe life into the beatitudes.  
 
 Blessed are you who are poor in spirit, who lost everything and have nowhere else to 
turn, who are finally open to the presence of God. Blessed are those who mourn, who have faced 
loss not just of family and friends, but of prospects, of hopes and dreams. Blessed are the meek, 
those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, those who are merciful, are pure of heart, who 
make peace in the world. Are we really incapable of these things? Are these words really out of 
our reach? 
 
 As I’ve thought about that and tried to think of someone today who embodies those 
words, I came across a wonderful book in our library here. I’ve told you before that I’m a huge 
fan of comic books. I love the artwork and the ways stories can be told graphically to help give 
texture to the words. In our library is a wonderful comic book, a graphic autobiography (not a 
novel) titled simply March. It is the story of Rep. John Lewis and his experience of the Civil 
Rights Movement in the late fifties and the sixties. I highly recommend it. I learned things in it 
that I had forgotten and a lot of things I never knew.  
 
 For instance we’ve all heard of the bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in 
Birmingham, Alabama that took the lives of four young women and injured many more in 
September of 1963. But I hadn’t realized that in the summer of 1964, in Mississippi, there were 
more than 1,000 arrests, 80 beatings, 35 shootings, 35 church burnings and 30 bombings, all 
because African Americans were seeking the vote.  
 



For me John Lewis embodies the beatitudes especially in his commitment to nonviolence. 
He was one of the organizers of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, after being 
converted to the gospel of nonviolence by the teaching of Jim Lawton. Lewis never gave up on 
that commitment. He was convinced the meek really will inherit the earth. I think it’s important 
to think about what “meek” means in that use. To be meek isn’t to be powerless or passive. No 
matter what we hear from politicians or business leaders, meekness is not weak. Meekness 
means to stand in the face of adversity and refuse to sink to the level of your adversary. As Paul 
would say, “do not repay evil for evil.” Meekness affirms the power of love to overcome 
injustice and oppression.  

 
For John Lewis the ultimate test came on the Edmund Pettis Bridge in 1965. He was 

leading a march from Selma to Montgomery to stand on the steps of the Alabama state capitol 
building and insist on voting rights for black citizens. The march was stopped by state troopers, 
and when the authorities refused to negotiate, rather than turning around the marchers knelt and 
began to pray. That’s when the troopers moved in. They beat those marchers mercilessly and 
John Lewis was nearly killed. Meekness is not weak. Meekness reveals how weak oppressors 
who resort to violence really are. 

 
These words of Jesus inspired John Lewis and so many other men and women who rose 

up and marched so we all could be freed from the sin of racism. John had a hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, for justice. He said as much in his application to be included in the Freedom Rides 
of 1961 while still in college when he wrote: “I know that an education is important and I hope 
to get one, but human dignity is the most important thing in my life. This is the most important 
decision in my life—to decide to give up all if necessary for the Freedom Ride, that justice and 
freedom might come to the deep South.” John Lewis lived the beatitudes. 

 
Jesus wasn’t offering some sterile, comforting word that would lead his followers to 

acquiescence and resignation. The beatitudes are words of revolution that lead to action for the 
sake of change. That’s why those who listen to them and embody them are persecuted and 
reviled. The world’s power wants nothing to do with embodied beatitudes because the beatitudes 
call into question the legitimacy of its authority. The beatitudes call us away from policies that 
separate children from their parents at our border and place children in cages out of fear. The 
beatitudes call us away from disdain for people who are poor or rejected or forgotten. The 
beatitudes call us to respond to violence and hatred with a love that is relentless and refuses to 
back down or give way. That is not sentimentalism or starry-eyed idealism; it is hard as flint and 
will not be moved. 

 
We all have the capacity to embody the beatitudes and be counted among the blest. We 

all are called to stand against hate no matter how violent it becomes, to do justice and love 
kindness as we walk humbly, as we march humbly before God. Do not sell yourself short or 
think Jesus’ words are only meant for saints and spiritual heroes. His words are meant for all 
who feel poor in spirit, all who know the pain of mourning, all who hunger and thirst for justice 
in this world. His words are meant for you….and for me, for everyone willing to follow him on 
the road that makes us free. 

 
Amen 

 
 
  


