
Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany-Year A-The Rev. Jennifer B. Cleveland 1.29.23 
Epiphany 4A: Micah 6:1-8, Psalm 15, 1 Corinthians 1:18-31, Matthew 5:1-12 

 

It has been said that people don’t go home humming the sermon, but this sermon is one 
that people have hummed for years. It’s his first sermon and it’s a decent one. When we 
meet Jesus, he has begun to make a name for himself. Up until now, in Matthew, here’s 
what’s taken place: Jesus has had a conversation with John the Baptist (during his 
baptism), he’s talked with Satan (out in the wilderness), with Peter, Andrew, James and 
John (when he invited them to become “fishers of people”). And he has been teaching, 
healing and proclaiming good news, so by the time we get to this Sermon on the Mount, 
there’s a big crowd who wants to be with him. People are on a bit of a celebrity watch - 
following him around, eager to see what he does and says. He doesn’t need social 
media. The crowd knows where he is and follows him up the mountain when he goes up 
to preach the beatitudes. 
 

The beatitudes are a riff on the Latin word beatus for blessed. The Latin translation of 
the Bible was used from the 4th century on, so for a 1000 years or so, anyone who 
heard this reading or listened to a sermon on it would have heard that one word, beatus 
repeated. John Wycliffe’s English translation of the Sermon on the Mount did not appear 
until 1382, but calling these the Beatitudes—the Blesseds—stuck.  
 

I have a disclaimer or maybe a confession, though: for a long time, I have preferred 
Luke’s version of this sermon because it seems so much more concrete and direct. 
Jesus goes up the mountain for the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew, whereas in Luke, 
he’s in “a level place” we are told for the Sermon on the Plain. Where Matthew says, 
Blessed are the poor in spirit, Luke says, Blessed are you who are poor. Matthew says, 
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled, while 
Luke tells us, Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled. Matthew: 
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. Luke: Blessed are you who 
weep now for you will laugh. Matthew is poetic, but has often seemed more spiritually 
abstract to me. I like Luke’s straightforward, first person, look you in the eye and tell-it-
like-it-is approach. It seems rooted in the real world, right here, right now. For you who 
are struggling in any way, here is how God will meet you, Luke seems to say. For all 
that the world struggles with, here is how God is present. The connection between the 
needs of the world and the way Jesus speaks in Luke immediately makes sense.  
 

I am house sitting for Jan Skubi’s brother in Coupeville, very close to Rhododendron 
County Park. I have regularly enjoyed a walk or run down to the park and then among 
the trees, along a pine needle path, that stretches from one end of the park to the other. 
A couple of weeks ago, while on a completely different walk / run on Ebey’s Trail 
System, I saw a map that indicated that the two trail systems - Rhododendron County 
Park and Ebey’s Trail System were connected. But I couldn’t find the trail. I have spent 
two weeks looking for the connection between the two trail systems and finally I found it 
on Friday. A little offshoot of a trail that connects the two trail systems. Finding the 
connecting trail between Rhododendron County Park and Ebey’s Trail System shifted 
my focus from Luke’s and Matthew’s sermons—the similarities and differences—to the 
connective trails between them.  



 

Even though the 4th century Latin word for blessed, the Beatitudes, is the one that 
stuck—the one we’ve been humming for years—the Greek word for blessed in both 
Matthew and Luke is makarios and that is where the tune gets a little more 
intriguing.  Because this blessing is not static or something that is bestowed upon by 
God. The word eulogy is connected to that blessing that God extends. But this blessing 
that Jesus talks about in these seminal sermons in Matthew and Luke is a blessing that 
is something that people (we) offer and extend to one another. It is a blessing between 
us.  
 

The Irish writer and priest John O’Donahue spent his all-too-short life writing blessings. 
Much of his life’s work is captured in what might be considered a slim collection of 
blessings called, To Bless the Space between Us. He says, “A blessing is a difficult 
form to render”—”a daunting task.” He describes a blessing this way: “A blessing is not 
a sentiment or a question; it is a gracious invocation…When a blessing is invoked it 
changes the atmosphere. Some of the plenitude flows into our hearts from the invisible 
neighborhood of loving kindness. In the light and reverence of blessing, a person or 
situation becomes illuminated in a completely new way. It is ironic that so often we 
continue to live like paupers though our inheritance of spirit is so vast…in the activity of 
blessing, [our souls emerge].”  
 

O’Donahue says we are in need of reclaiming this practice of generously blessing one 
another because “the commercial edge of so-called ‘progress’ has cut away a huge 
region of human tissue and webbing that held us in communion with one another.” We 
are not the first to have that challenge. At least one scholar has suggested 
that Matthew’s gospel was written to challenge the early Christian community’s 
quickness to dismiss people who had differences of opinion or were different from one 
another.” (Michael H. Crosby, Spirituality of the Beatitudes: Matthew’s Vision for the 
Church in an Unjust World). It becomes important to remember the prelude to the 
sermon that we don’t hear this morning:  directly before he heads up the mountain, 
Jesus “went throughout Galilee teaching and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom 
and curing every disease and every sickness among the people.” And people came out 
in droves, seeking his healing presence. The first blessing was the act of creation, so 
it’s not a question of whether or not this or that person, you or me, has received God’s 
blessing. That has already happened. It’s the ongoing blessing we can extend to one 
another that Jesus says “this is for you to engage in” in this sermon.  
 

Makarios, blessing that connective tissue, the space between us, might just be the 
secret sauce that opens us up to those we perceive ourselves close to and those we 
perceive that we are not close to at all. Blessing that connective tissue, the space 
between, might also be the secret sauce that opens us up to the warmth of God within 
all of ourselves, as well. All those aspects within that we welcome and all those parts 
that we do not yet welcome.   
 

Matthew uses the words, “Blessed are they.” Luke uses the words, “Blessed are you.” 
As I think about the space between these gospels, I begin to hear and re-envision the I-
Thou language of Martin Buber. Buber talked about the essential spiritual work of 



staying rooted in reverence for the other. To refer to the other as “thou” is to extend that 
reverence, to honor that we are in relationship. Blessed are they. Blessed are you. 
Blessed am I. Blessed are Thou. That is the space between where we realize our power 
to bless, heal and renew one another and ourselves. With God and in God. This is not a 
gospel reading this morning. This really is a song—Jesus’s first song—that we are 
meant not just to hum to and with one another. But to belt out, whether you can carry a 
tune or not.  
 


