
 
© 2020, 2023 Christopher Wilkins. All Rights Reserved.   

1 
 

Blessed1 

4th Sunday after the Epiphany, 1/29/23 

 

Imagine hearing for the first time the Beatitudes, the list of blessings, and how it 

would change you. Most of those who heard Jesus speak these words would’ve heard 

them for the first time. Each blessing is a reversal of what we expect. The kingdom 

of heaven belongs to those who are poor, whether in spirit or in substance. Comfort 

will come to people who are grieving. Mercy will come to those who show mercy. 

The earth will belong to the meek, and those who long for righteousness will find 

their longings fulfilled. We do not know how, and we do not know when, but we 

know that – Jesus, somehow, some way, knows that. Those who make peace are 

God’s children – brothers and sisters of Jesus himself, in a way, sons and daughters of 

a loving God who wants war, strife, torment and misery to pass away, along with all 

tears and all sorrow. If your heart is pure, you will see God – in the mirror, most of 

all, as well as in the faces of your sisters and brothers, the makers of peace. In the 

image of God were you made, and when you can look in the mirror and see that, 

look in other people’s eyes and see that, you can see what is true. Those who hurt 

you because you are that, because you are good – those who lie about you or to you 

because you are that, because you are good – ah, rejoice in this, Jesus says. So do they 

do to all who speak the truth and are good, ‘they’ being those who refuse to be pure 

in heart and who refuse to show mercy, who crave evil, sow division, despise truth, 

serve themselves, and would corrupt and divide us in their desire to hold by force 

what they steal by guile. What did you expect?  

 
1 Portions of this sermon are adapted from Rev. Dr. Wilkins sermon on All Saints Sunday 2020. 
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Well, Jesus, to be honest, we expected something more than things going on as they 

always have. If the meek shall inherit, why have we not done so already? When, in 

fact, will mercy be shown to the merciful, or the kingdom of heaven come down 

that its will be done on earth and the poor be blessed and set free?  

No-one knows the answer to those questions. Many of us would like to know, 

although if the answer were, “July 31, 3030,” we might feel it as a bit of a let-down. 

Humanity has to endure for another thousand years before all will be made right, or 

before those who should get all the good the world can give them actually get to do 

so? Well, we can’t say that we’re surprised. Is there anything we can do to speed this 

up? Well, one must not put the Lord to the test; one must not simply make one’s cry 

go up, “How long?” Perhaps it is more up to us that we realize or accept to make it, 

as the famous hymn goes, that “soon the night of weeping will be the morn of song.” 

That, for me, is what Paul and Sosthenes are doing again this week in the passage 

from 1st Corinthians we heard. They’re writing about what the message of the cross 

does to people, and for them, and what it does not do. It doesn’t work as a sign and 

it doesn’t work as (mere) wisdom, they note. It could have, at least as a form of 

wisdom, except, as they write, “in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God 

through wisdom.” This suggests to me that people could’ve come to know God on 

their own, not least by becoming wise, and having that tragic sense of life and the 

world that is so often the emotional price one must pay for understanding why things 

and people are the way they are. They could’ve come to know God this way, except 

God thought it wise that they did not. God wanted them to learn it through awe, as 

a surprise, a breaking-in on things as they are with something as new as, as fresh 

as…song, of a triumph in death over death, and a triumph in life over life. Part of 

this is overcoming life’s sorrows by means of life’s joys. Another part of it means 

overcoming life’s pains with life’s pleasures enjoyed in freedom. Freedom from what? 
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from error, indulgence, ignorance, illusion, abuse, and unjust restraint. From anxiety 

and loneliness, from hopelessness and ennui, which wisdom, in all its wisdom, can 

have trouble avoiding. Such salvation – that’s what’s at stake here – is a knowledge 

that can only come from experience, from having lived through it, and not merely 

figured out its necessity from first principles, what has been, and what now must be.  

But to be saved like that, minds must be free – of constraints, ignorance, coercion, 

and illusion. 1st Corinthians is often misread on this point, and in this chapter, as 

making Christianity an anti-rational and anti-intellectual religion. I’ll be the first to 

say that it has often been so, and that at the feet of certain Christians of late antiquity 

can be laid full responsibility for the closing of the western mind, as Charles Frazier 

puts it in his excellent book by that title, conflating freedom in Christ with faith-

based ignorance, a hatred of learning and education, and an anti-scientific posturing 

that leads people to follow vain hope, bad science, and the devices and desires of the 

worst among them. Let us, as enlightened followers of an enlightening Christ, sing a 

new song unto the Lord, and not the miserable tones of such forebears. 

Yet such freedom, as they say, isn’t free. How do we seek it? Well, one was to free 

people’s minds from the unrelenting miseries of earth is to have them imagine a 

heaven. The early followers of Jesus, who saw none of his blessings come true in their 

lifetimes, did this. The peace they saw in his eyes and heard from his lips did not 

come to reign on the earth he died to save; thus, they figured, it must do so in heaven. 

The meek, they noticed, did not inherit – well, then, it must be heaven that shall be 

theirs. Mercy sought was not always mercy found, they saw – but one day, one day. 

Love so often did not triumph over hate, truth so often did not triumph over lies, 

kindness so often did not triumph over selfishness that they gave up hope for the 

world that is, under the moon and stars, and turned their hearts to the world they 

hoped, needed to hope one day would be. In the end, in that heaven, there would 
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be no hunger, no thirst, and no grief – no reason to grieve, even. On earth, those 

things abide. We know they should not, long that they should not, and yet they do. 

Why do we allow it? 

I think it is a mistake to have thought, or to think, that Jesus’s blessings would just 

simply happen, that there was nothing that those who hear them need to do to make 

them happen. As St. Teresa of Avila famously said, Christ has no hands, no feet, no 

heart in the world but ours. If we want peace, we must make peace happen. If we 

want mercy to triumph, we must fight to see that it does. If we want truth on the 

throne, and not lies – want justice and mercy to hold the power of the law, not 

ignorance, wealth, and greed – then we must fight to see it done. If we would have 

the poor be blessed, we must bless them ourselves, or see that those who can do so 

better than we can, actually do so. 

We do this not because the poor are good, or because we are, or because Jesus said 

to – he did say so, but his saying so didn’t make it right to do. He said to do it because 

it is right to do. To follow what is true, correct, and good, and to do what is 

honorable, just, and good, are right for their own sakes. Authority does not make 

them so; authority earns our respect and allegiance when it recognizes that they are 

so. To put it another way: the blessings Jesus pronounced, and the things he shows 

in them to be good to do, are good in and of themselves, and can prove it. That is 

why he told his followers, and through them us, to do them.  

Likewise, the blessings he said would happen are for us to make happen. They are 

no less blessings because of it. Is the mountain one climbs less of a mountain because 

one has reached its summit? Quite the opposite: it is more. It exists in a way that 

allowed and enabled someone with the will and strength to rise to the top of it, 

exceed it in height (if by but two meters), and see with conscious eyes and reflect 

with a conscientious mind on all that they could see from up there. To climb to the 
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summit of ethics, to know that those who are least are most blessed by the nature of 

things, and that we must honor and bless them ourselves because of it, is to know 

what the 2nd Great Commandment, the Golden Rule, means at its root: ‘Do unto 

others as you’d have done unto you’ and ‘do unto you as you would do to one whom 

you loved without reservation’. That these are good is axiomatically true, that is – as 

are the “self-evident truths” which ring from the US Declaration of Independence 

as from a host of silver trumpets. Part of what it means to be alive, they show, is to 

have the unalienable right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness – that is, what 

it means to be alive means to have the right to flourish as yourself and to fulfill 

yourself. That right may be fostered or it may be ignored, but it cannot be taken 

away. It may be, as Jean-Jacques Rousseau famously said, that “we are born free, but 

are found everywhere in chains” and even that we must at times “be forced to be 

free,” much as a fledged eagle must be forced to fly the nest that it might become 

fully what it was meant to be. Though many deny it and some work hard to block 

it, freedom and self-determination are the natural and normal conditions for us all, 

made as we are in the image of God and a little lower than the angels.  

Yet to be free is not to be without expectations. Part of the moral law by which we 

know ourselves as free and meant to live well is the duty we have to do unto others 

as we’d have done to ourselves. Thus, part of what we must do with our freedom is 

to use our hands and hearts and feet to set others free, and to bring into being the 

blessings Jesus spoke of, though they be ever so long delayed. Those who are pure in 

heart will see God, Jesus promised – and the God they will see is love, the power 

that made all that is and with which we can make or remake all that is so that all 

becomes as it should be. Nothing else can do that; nothing else can even want to. 

The more we want to, the more we want this, the more we become God, as Christ 

came to make us able and want to do. Now, that is being blessed, indeed. Amen. 


