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I dedicate this book to my unique, adventurous
and eccentric dear friend Canon Andrew White,
who knows about being a peacemaker.
May you and your family truly be blessed.
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Are You Happy?


There is almost no question more searching than this. Being happy at home, at work and in life generally is the deepest desire of every human being. If we were offered a choice between poverty and happiness and wealth and unhappiness we would all, without hesitating, choose the former.


A recent BBC poll asked whether the government’s prime objective should be the ‘greatest happiness’ or the ‘greatest wealth’. A remarkable 81 per cent of those interviewed wanted happiness as the goal. The ‘pursuit of happiness’ having made it into the United States Declaration of Independence (along with ‘life’ and ‘liberty’) as one of the ‘unalienable rights’ of humankind, happiness is now globally considered to be a key element of any life worth living.


Yet for something so central to human existence, happiness is extraordinarily elusive. What is it exactly? More importantly, how do we find it? In reality, there is nothing more tantalising and more enigmatic than happiness. Chasing happiness is like trying to reach the horizon: it recedes as we get closer. We may sacrifice our money, our career and our health to pursue happiness, but it’s like trying to grasp a soap bubble – when we reach out to take hold of it, it suddenly vanishes. In fact, the more we seek happiness the less we are likely to find it. C. P. Snow wrote: ‘The pursuit of happiness is a most ridiculous phrase; if you pursue happiness you’ll never find it.’


Often we put our hope for happiness in events. ‘I will be happy,’ we say, ‘when I get promotion’, or ‘when I can retire’. Sometimes we hope for happiness through things: ‘I will be happy when I get a new car/computer/house.’ Perhaps most of all we hope for happiness through relationships, thinking: ‘I will be happy when I get married.’ (Is this one of the reasons why so many marriages fail? It’s possible to be happily married, but to expect marriage to always make you happy is to put too great a burden on it.)


Events, things, and relationships always short-change us on happiness. They promise but don’t deliver. And if you do find happiness, it’s hard to keep; it’s fragile and short-lived. A chill wind, a sore throat, a traffic jam or a grumpy reception at work can swiftly destroy a happy mood.


Western society continues to seek happiness with an almost manic fervour and increasingly fails to find it. A survey of happiness in the UK suggested that people are much less happy than they were in the 1950s. In 1957 over 50 per cent of those surveyed described themselves as very happy. In 2005, only just over 30 per cent could say the same. Also, in the UK in the ten-year period leading up to 2002, the use of anti-depressants increased by 234 per cent. In 2006 there were 5,556 suicides in adults aged 15 and over in the UK. Another peculiar but disturbing measure of our unhappiness emerged in 2004 when it was revealed that the UK consumption of the anti-depressant Prozac was so great that traces of it could be detected in our rivers and drinking water.


The psychological climate in America is very similar. Americans are desperately searching for happiness but continually coming up short. At the start of 2007, U.S. News and World Report dedicated an entire issue to ‘50 Ways to Improve Your Life in 2007’. The number one suggestion – Get Happy. The article then listed ways to do this – from sipping green tea, to being more grateful, to divorce-proofing your marriage, to enhancing your exercise programme, to redecorating your home. (They suggested starting with getting crown moulding.) In fact, the entire issue was dedicated to ways Americans can find happiness.


The most popular course at Harvard at the moment, with more than 850 enrolees, is called ‘How to be happy’, and is taught by psychologist Tal Ben-Shahar. There are now Masters programmes throughout the US on how to measure and to achieve happiness. A new one, recently launched at the University of Pennsylvania, focuses on ‘positive psychology’ – the study of what makes one happy.


The cover of The Economist (19 December 2006) read, ‘Happiness and how to measure it’. The article highlighted that ‘Statistics show that affluent countries have not gotten much happier as they have grown richer. From America to Japan, figures for well-being have not budged.’ The article showed that:


The science of happiness offers two explanations for the paradox. Capitalism it notes, is adept at turning luxuries into necessities – bringing to the masses what elites have always enjoyed. But the flip side of this genius is that people come to take for granted things they once coveted from afar. Frills they never thought they could have are now essentials that they cannot do without. People are stuck on a treadmill: as they achieve a better standard of living, they become inured to its pleasures.


Alexis de Tocqueville expressed this in the nineteenth century, ‘So many lucky men restless in the midst of abundance.’


The statistics show that suicide rates continue to rise in the US and that many people suffer from acute sadness and loneliness. Seventy per cent of Americans said their lives consist primarily of acquaintances, and that they had few close friends. People are wealthier, life is busier, and Americans are sad.


This is all very odd when you think that we are three times wealthier than we were in the 1950s. We are also healthier than we have ever been. Most of us should live at least twice as long as Mozart, who died at the age of thirty-four. But although we’re healthy and wealthy, we’re not happy.


Does this mean we should reject the idea of finding happiness altogether? Some people say it does. Consider this bleak assessment by pre-war American writer Edith Wharton, whose parents are thought to have inspired the phrase ‘keeping up with the Joneses’:


There are lots of ways of being miserable, but there’s only one way of being comfortable, and that is to stop running round after happiness. If you make up your mind not to be happy there’s no reason why you shouldn’t have a fairly good time.


According to this view, happiness is an illusion, which is best forgotten. Without more information, we can only guess at how Wharton’s parents may have inspired this opinion.


THE INDIRECT PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS


Before you tread down this path of negativity, can I suggest another approach? After all, some things, which we can’t capture directly, can be found by indirect means. So, for instance, imagine a man inside a freezing house on a chilly winter’s day. He decides to go outside with a big bag to ‘catch some heat’. Now, obviously, we all know that would be foolish: you can’t ‘catch’ heat. However, suppose instead that he found some firewood, put that in the bag, brought it back and burned it? Then he’d get his heat. What can’t be obtained directly can certainly be found by indirect means. I want to suggest that happiness is the same, that we can pursue it indirectly, rather than head-on. This indirect approach won’t involve saying, ‘If only I had a new …’ or ‘If only such-and-such happened.’ It’ll involve seeking something altogether different. This mysterious ‘something’ is a blessing and this book is all about how we can be blessed and, therefore, become happy. As the author Matthew Kelly said, ‘It is as if God placed this yearning for happiness within each human heart as a spiritual navigation instrument designed to reunite us with our destiny’ (Matthew Kelly, The Rhythm of Life, Simon & Schuster, 2004).


RELIGIOUS MUMBO-JUMBO?


These are tough times for religious words. On the one hand, we often don’t understand what they mean any more. (What is a benediction when it’s at home?!) On the other hand, some religious words have acquired unjustly negative overtones. If you don’t believe me, just try talking to a friend about confession or penance! Strangely enough, though, there are two religious words which have managed to retain a positive image: blessing and blessed. We may not fully understand what these words mean but people would generally agree that they’re gleaming, positive words, even if they are a little old-fashioned.


Take a second or two to think what images the word blessing conjures up for you. The happy laughter of family and friends? A warm beach and the sound of waves breaking? Fine food and good music? An endless vista of trees and sunlit fields? You can sense how happiness is related to this concept of being blessed and the great thing is this: unlike happiness, blessing can be sought and found. When it’s discovered, it brings life-enhancing peace and happiness and an overflowing, awesome sense of joy.


THE MOST IMPORTANT SERMON OF ALL TIME


The person who knows the route to this blessing is Jesus. As God in human flesh, then resurrected and still living through the Holy Spirit in people today, Jesus has the kind of overview of human problems with which no one can argue. Interestingly, only one of Jesus’ full sermons is recorded in the Bible. Traditionally, we have called it the ‘Sermon on the Mount’, and in it we find Jesus’ clues to a life of blessing and happiness.


This sermon, which Jesus’ disciple Matthew recorded for us in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 of his Gospel, tells us what Jesus taught in a long series of mysterious statements. In addition to many statements beginning with the word Blessed, it is full of many famous sayings of Jesus:


You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men. You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven. (Matthew 5:13–16)


You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. (Matthew 5:21–22)


You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. (Matthew 5:38–41)


You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you. (Matthew 5:43–44)


This, then, is how you should pray: ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily bread. Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.’ (Matthew 6:9–14)


Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. (Matthew 6:19–21)


Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? (Matthew 6:25–27)


Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way as you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. (Matthew 7:1–2)


Some of the phrases here (‘salt of the earth’, ‘love your enemies’, ‘light of the world’ and ‘treasures in heaven’) have become embedded in the English language. However, the Sermon on the Mount is more than a storehouse of fine words: it is insightful teaching on how to live with total delight, joy and freedom. There is so much ‘moral high ground’ here that it might be better if we called this talk the ‘Sermon on the Mountain Range’. You might say that bits of this sermon are found elsewhere in other religions, in particular the Jewish faith of the Old Testament – which is hardly a surprise, given Jesus’ background! But as a holistic and succinct expression of how human beings ought to live it is without parallel.


Jesus’ teachings in this sermon (and elsewhere) are so uncompromising and radical that many people have, through many ingenious attempts, tried to duck them. I touch on this further in the closing chapter and here I just want to say that the most sensible approach is to assume that this sermon really does have relevance to all those who want to follow Jesus throughout all history. The fact that it is so radical a standard is no accident. As Matthew 6:5–8 suggests, Jesus expected His followers to be dramatically different:


… when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.


Incidentally, it’s hardly worth worrying whether Jesus gave the entire Sermon on the Mount at one go. In reality, Jesus telling illustrative stories, repeating bits and answering questions no doubt extended the teaching. There would have been intervals for prayer, meals and other breaks so the teaching probably went on for several days. We may also safely assume that much of the sermon must have been repeated on other occasions later. What we have in Matthew is, no doubt, the summary version that early Christians probably learned by heart.


MYSTERIOUS STATEMENTS ABOUT BLESSING


If we’re interested in discovering the secret of happiness, the statements that Jesus makes at the very beginning of this important sermon must intrigue us. These eight little sayings about what it means to be blessed have come to be known as the ‘Beatitudes’ (since ‘blessed’ is beatus in Latin). Through the use and repetition of this strange, old-fashioned yet inspiring word ‘blessed’, Jesus emphasises the importance of what He’s saying and makes it memorable. Here then are the statements on which this book is based:


Blessed are the poor in spirit,


for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


Blessed are those who mourn,


for they will be comforted.


Blessed are the meek,


for they will inherit the earth.


Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,


for they will be filled.


Blessed are the merciful,


for they will be shown mercy.


Blessed are the pure in heart,


for they will see God.


Blessed are the peacemakers,


for they will be called sons of God.


Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,


for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


(Matthew 5:3–10)


WHAT EXACTLY DOES IT MEAN TO BE BLESSED?


Translators struggle trying to express in English the meaning of the Greek word makarios that Matthew uses. Jesus probably presented the Beatitudes in the ancient language of Aramaic. However, we may safely assume that Jesus’ first followers knew what they were doing when they translated His words into Greek. Some translators, anxious to avoid the peril of religious language, translate the word in terms of happiness. ‘Oh the happiness …’ I can understand why this translation is used, but in my opinion it really doesn’t work because, as we’ve seen, ‘happiness’ and ‘being blessed’ are not the same. Believing they are the same confuses the concepts of cause and effect, and mistakes the fruit for the tree. Happiness is a temporary, thin and vulnerable state of mind, an emotion or feeling. But being blessed is a fixed state, something far more lasting, deep-rooted and permanent. To translate ‘blessed’ as ‘happy’ also means that you end up creating rather nonsensical sentences, such as: ‘Happy are you when you mourn.’ Oddly enough, here I am helped by coming from Cyprus, where the main language is Greek and the island has long been termed hé makaria or the ‘Blessed Isle’. It got its name not because the islanders believe in God or because He somehow felt favourably towards it, but because everything that anyone could want – fruit, wine, fertile soil, good weather – could be found there. To be blessed then, reflects that idea. It is to have all you really need.


To sum up, then, we might perhaps translate ‘blessed’ as ‘Congratulations!’ or ‘Good for you!’ In this book, I plan to stick with ‘blessed’, because although the more upbeat, modern translations work well with some of the beatitudes, they don’t work with all of them. However, when you read such verses as ‘blessed are the poor in spirit’ remember that what it really means is ‘Congratulations’, or ‘Good for you, you who are poor in Spirit.’


THE HOW, THE WHERE, THE WHEN AND THE WHO


In this book, we’ll consider each of the Beatitudes in turn. In each case, we’ll focus on the characteristic that Jesus considers blessed, the nature of the blessing promised and finally the relevance for us today. We’ll also look at the two verses that follow the eight Beatitudes:


Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. (Matthew 5:11–12)


When we consider each beatitude, I think our priority should not be to debate and analyse. It should be to understand it and live it out. However, before we plunge into the first beatitude it might help if we understand the setting – the where, the when and the who of this sermon:


The where is the hill country of Galilee in northern Israel.


The when is AD 28–30.


The who is Jesus, accompanied by His disciples and the crowds of people who followed them.


Of course, Jesus the man was known during His life as ‘Jesus of Nazareth’. At the time when He preached about the Beatitudes, He was a local preacher with a growing reputation for doing and saying remarkable things. In terms of action, His healings, exorcisms and other miracles left little room for questions. Who could challenge His authority when they saw the evidence of His power? In terms of what He said, He was equally remarkable because His words had an extraordinary sharpness and authority.


The disciples Jesus chose for Himself seemed to have been picked more for their ordinariness than anything else. (There’s some encouragement for us!) They were already committed to following Jesus, but they were probably already wondering what their leader had up His sleeve. Not only was He unpredictable in the nicest possible way, He also attracted crowds everywhere He went. These ‘crowds’ did not consist of ordinary people. They were the troubled people of society, who were probably already edging in quietly around the semicircle of the disciples. These people were social outcasts, socially ‘challenged’ or at best disadvantaged in terms of political hierarchies and opportunities. They were trapped between the jaws of a double oppression. On the one hand there was the brutality of the ‘your-money-or-your-life’ thuggery of Roman occupation. On the other, they inevitably must have suffered from the heavy-handed, intrusive ‘you-must-do-this-or-else’ religion of the Pharisees. It was in this context that Jesus gave this teaching.


A WORD OF WARNING


Before we go on, let me issue what may seem to be an odd warning. The one really wrong thing you can do with these statements is treat them as ‘religious’ or ‘spiritual’ sayings. They’re not like the words some fresh-faced choristers might sing in a candlelit cathedral. They’re also nothing like the beautifully written gold lettering on a piece of parchment, which you might come across on a boring museum tour. They’re not even like something that might be part of some ancient incantation.


If you’re under the illusion that the Beatitudes are like any of these, you’re missing the point. Seeing them in the same light as other religious words or phrases would drain them of their contemporary relevance. No, these sayings are far more practical than that. They’re a ‘how to’ for living in the real world, full of the powers, frustrations, and pressures that we all know so well. They relate to people who are too busy for spiritual things, or who are suffering at the hands of others who despise anything vaguely religious. They speak straight to the heart of people who are dealing with the consequences of a life lived alongside individuals whose last priority is to give honour to God. Jesus knew how tough the real world was – let’s not forget His experience of it, in His life and death.


In any case, if you take a close look at the Beatitudes you’ll soon see that they’re very unlike conventional religious or spiritual sayings. They’re nothing like the snappy, feel-good soundbites you find in upbeat church services and they’re a long way from the bland platitudes you find in birthday cards and calendars. Actually, they’re utterly and stunningly radical. Take the third one, for example: ‘Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.’ We haven’t even begun to understand what this means unless we shake our head and mutter, ‘No way!’ or even ‘Pull the other leg!’ The other beatitudes are just as shocking if we really absorb them. They all go completely against the grain and fly in the face of popular wisdom. They’re not remotely natural or intuitive. In fact, they’re so unnatural, they’re either completely illogical and useless – or they are an inspiration for a different kind of life.


Finally, let’s remember that although each beatitude relates to a challenging life experience, every beatitude talks about a blessing, not a curse of any kind. So many people are put off by religion and they’re wary of anything that involves any mention of God or Jesus. It’s as if these words are a blight on the human race! They feel sure that whenever they open the Bible they will be condemned. Christianity is some great black thundercloud of judgement hovering above that will, at best, unleash a torrent of rain on them, and at worst, bolts of lightning.


Notice that Matthew sets the Beatitudes right at the very beginning in his account of Jesus’ teaching. This is no accident. These statements constitute the distilled essence of what Jesus taught about how to live a truly human, happy and blessed life. Not surprising, then, that these statements hold the key to the secret of happiness.


It is my hope that what I have written in this book will help you along the road to blessing. I have confidence that it will, not because it is based on my thoughts and wisdom, but because it is based on the teaching of Jesus, who, more than any other human being, has the best claim to know about blessing and to speak of it reliably. For Jesus was nothing less than God on earth who said, ‘I have come that their joy may be complete.’




1


Be Poor in Spirit


Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
(Matthew 5:3)


As we have seen in the introduction, Jesus starts His sermon by saying, ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.’ ‘Blessed’ means ‘Congratulations!’ or, as the Australians would say, ‘Good on you!’ This term blessed also means ‘Oh the bliss’. It suggests utter delight and joy. So Jesus says here that we should congratulate the ‘poor in spirit’ as the people who will experience bliss in this life. At first glance this doesn’t seem to make much sense. The world tells us that power, money and relationships will bring us happiness. However, Jesus, the greatest teacher on the key to life, says that we need to celebrate and congratulate those who are poor in spirit. What is He on about?


There are three possible ways to interpret the phrase ‘poor in spirit’.


It could mean being spiritually impoverished. This interpretation reminds us that when we come to God, we can only plead for mercy and grace because we have no other basis upon which to stand – we’re just so imperfect.


It could simply mean discouraged. According to this view, it is only when we are completely humbled by our circumstances that we are in the right frame of mind to approach God. Some argue that we only begin to seek God when we have hit rock bottom in our lives.


Some people think the odd phrase ‘poor in spirit’ could refer not to spiritual poverty, but to real-world financial poverty. According to this view it is the oppressed – those without wealth – who are blessed. Actually, I disagree with this interpretation, although being materially poor may enable people to be more receptive to God. And this would describe the material condition of Matthew’s readers both in economically depressed Galilee, and after the destruction of Jerusalem.


I think the best meaning of the statement ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit’ is that those who find blessing (and ultimately, happiness) are those who recognise that they are spiritually bankrupt. This meaning relates to the first and second of the possible interpretations given above. In other words, the people who are blessed are the ones who have recognised that they are wholly dependent on God. The poor are those who, for whatever reason, recognise their dire need of the grace of God.


In the first beatitude, ‘blessed are the poor in spirit’, Jesus lays the foundation stone of His teaching. He is setting out the only basis on which we can relate to God, the only way in which we can be blessed and the only way in which we can experience lasting happiness. It is by depending on God and acknowledging our need for God that we can experience God’s blessing.


If we’re perfectly honest, we might find this rather annoying. We like to think we’re the good guys. We like to think we’ve achieved something, that all our good efforts count, and that God is somehow impressed by what we’ve done – that we are self-sufficient, relying on our salary, investments and savings, or even our social standing. But Jesus’ teaching here challenges that idea, because He’s reminding us that our credit rating with the only bank that really matters is not at all good. The path to blessing (and to happiness) must begin with the stark recognition that we’re all heavily in debt. It may be incredibly hard to accept, but it is the person who recognises the enormity of their debt to God, so becoming poor in spirit, who will be blessed.


One reason why we may have difficulty accepting Jesus’ statement is because it flies in the face of contemporary culture. Modern, Western culture puts the emphasis not on admitting how much we’re in debt spiritually, psychologically or materially, but on affirming how much we’re in credit. A library of literature declares that the only way to live is to have a positive attitude of self-affirmation: Believe in yourself! Be the master of your own destiny! Dare to affirm who you are! Transform yourself! It’s not surprising, then, that we might feel uncomfortable about the foundation stone that Jesus put in place. Instead of saying we can pull ourselves up by our bootstraps, Jesus is saying that we become blessed when we recognise we need help – when we acknowledge that we are spiritually poor.


You know those jokes that begin, ‘How many plumbers/vicars/psychiatrists does it take to change a light bulb?’ Some of the most amusing are the ones where the answer is something along the lines of ‘None! They think the light bulb is just fine as it is.’ This reminds us of the crux of the issue: until we admit there’s a problem, i.e. that we need help, we can’t possibly make any progress. Just as no amount of denial or wishful thinking will fix a failed light bulb, so no amount of introspection or repeatedly chanted mantras will fix our lives.


If you still have difficulty accepting this, consider what it’s like dealing with a friend or relative who is anorexic, or who has an alcohol problem. If you’ve struggled with this yourself, you’ll know that the first and indispensable step is for them to recognise that a problem exists in the first place. Anything else is denial and leads to non-action, deceit, or at best a lack of commitment to any action that is taken. And it isn’t just with anorexia or alcohol abuse that this denial occurs. Ask the spouse of a hopeless car navigator and you may hear them say, ‘The trouble is, they’ll never admit they’re lost.’ The same phenomenon occurs in other areas of life. There are DIY plumbers who flood a succession of houses, sailors who end up being repeatedly rescued by the lifeboat service and any number of reckless computer ‘experts’ who reconfigure their computers and yet again lose all their files! They have all failed to learn that sometimes the greatest wisdom lies in admitting that you can’t do whatever it is you want to do. In the same way, admitting that you’re poor in spirit involves acknowledging that you need help. It’s worth doing simply because it’s likely to lead to satisfaction and happiness. We could actually paraphrase this beatitude and accurately say: ‘People who are spiritually, socially and materially self-sufficient will be unhappy’, for these are the very people who are not acknowledging their own inadequacy and their need for God.


Ironically enough, there’s one particular type of person who finds the idea of admitting spiritual poverty particularly difficult to accept – the religious type. Those who’ve spent their whole lives trying to build up credit with God don’t take kindly to being told the currency they’ve invested in so heavily is actually worthless, or that the coins they’ve been saving actually amount to very little. The point is that God befriends those who are prepared to confess to being bankrupt, not those who gloat over their savings.


Another group of people, on the other hand, find this teaching much easier to accept: people who are moral failures and who have come to the end of their resources, i.e. the very people we frown upon, the ones we think have utterly blown it in the area of right and wrong. So it’s no wonder that in His lifetime Jesus won the trust and affection of people whose lives were moral disaster areas – prostitutes and tax collectors who collaborated with the enemy, the Romans. It’s no wonder Jesus fell foul of the self-righteous to the extent that they arranged for Him to be executed on trumped-up charges. Nothing much has changed. But the fact remains that heaven only admits people who know they’ve utterly failed to meet the entrance requirements. God is ready and waiting to accept and embrace all those who come to Him in poverty.


Why does God do this? Why does He make the only way to Him the one that requires us to be beggars? Is He some kind of bully who delights in seeing us stand before Him squirming and muttering, ‘Sorry God, I guess I really messed up’? It’s possible to understand how He’s not at all like this if we imagine suddenly being lumbered with some appalling bill for a million pounds. Clearly, swaggering up to our creditor with a cheque for £50 is not going to help in the least – in fact, it’s going to be counterproductive because it’s likely to throw our creditor into a rage. The sad fact is that we all have that enormous bill to pay – because whether we’re saints or sinners in the world’s eyes, we are all debtors before the perfect and holy God. None of us live according to the perfect standard of God. We need to accept that God is willing to ‘let us off’ completely if we’ll only acknowledge the enormous debt we’ve built up through our wrongdoing and wrong attitudes.


ON WEALTH AND POVERTY


Now what about financial wealth? Is Jesus against riches? Frankly, the easiest answer would be to say that Jesus talked about the ‘poor in spirit’ and that therefore this has nothing to do with financial wealth.


Although this may well be the easiest answer, it probably isn’t the most honest. For one thing, Luke’s Gospel has a version of the Beatitudes (delivered at another time and place) that simply states, ‘Blessed are you who are poor’ (Luke 6:20), omitting Matthew’s more specific focus. And there are other favourable comments towards the poor in the Gospels. So is Jesus also commending people who are financially broke or literally impoverished? I don’t think so, for several reasons.


In Jesus’ day the main issue didn’t seem to be wealth itself, but people’s attitude towards it. The general view was to see riches as a reward from God for living well. In other words, the rich viewed their wealth as a sign that God approved of their lifestyle: being wealthy proved you were godly. Of course, such a viewpoint also had implications with regard to poverty. Poverty was also God’s public verdict, so being penniless was apparently a sign that someone had behaved badly. It was a neat, simple equation: goodness brings wealth, bad behaviour and rebellion bring poverty. It was also a very harmful philosophy because it resulted in a wealthy elite feeling smug and complacent about a poverty-stricken underclass who were depressed and guilty. Jesus completely dismantles this prevalent view of wealth and poverty.


Jesus’ teaching is, oddly enough, harshest on the rich. After all, if the only way to heaven is by pleading your spiritual bankruptcy, then taking your prosperity as a sign from God that you are OK fatally blinds you to your desperate need of Him. It’s no wonder that Jesus could announce that it was the poor – and the poor in spirit – who would be blessed.


Even if we don’t hold to this extreme view of the significance of riches, wealth still blinds people today. First, it blinds men and women by giving them the illusion of power and security in an uncertain world, which in turn gives them a fatal sense of self-sufficiency. Second, it blinds people by distracting them from their eternal destiny. The pleasures and cares that come with wealth may push thoughts of God and heaven away. The poor, meanwhile, have limited access to worldly goods and are more prone to rely on God for mercy and provision. Finally, wealth can make men and women blind to the need to care for others by making them think their wealth gives them a right to rule over others. From all points of view, then, wealth needs a health warning!


Suggesting the need to be wary of wealth does not mean we need to conclude that financial poverty is a blessing. That would be naïve, because poverty is certainly not part of God’s plan for the world. We know that Jesus’ followers included the rich because Paul, writing to the Corinthian church, mentions that some believers there were wealthy. Throughout the Bible, however, God is very clear that the rich are to share their wealth with those who have need. In the Old Testament, Jews are told to leave a portion of their harvest for the poor and the stranger. They are obligated to give alms to the poor. Furthermore, in the New Testament, Jesus says clearly that care for the poor is synonymous with caring for God Himself. Jesus calls on all believers to be His love in the world.


Jesus says,


But when the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit upon his glorious throne. All the nations will be gathered in his presence, and he will separate the people as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will place the sheep at his right hand and the goats at his left.


Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the Kingdom prepared for you from the creation of the world. For I was hungry, and you fed me. I was thirsty, and you gave me a drink. I was a stranger, and you invited me into your home. I was naked, and you gave me clothing. I was sick, and you cared for me. I was in prison, and you visited me.’


Then these righteous ones will reply, ‘Lord, when did we ever see you hungry and feed you? Or thirsty and give you something to drink? Or a stranger and show you hospitality? Or naked and give you clothing? When did we ever see you sick or in prison and visit you?’


And the King will say, ‘I tell you the truth, when you did it to one of the least of these my brothers and sisters, you were doing it to me!’


Then the King will turn to those on the left and say, ‘Away with you, you cursed ones, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his demons. For I was hungry, and you didn’t feed me. I was thirsty, and you didn’t give me a drink. I was a stranger, and you didn’t invite me into your home. I was naked, and you didn’t give me clothing. I was sick and in prison, and you didn’t visit me.’


Then they will reply, ‘Lord, when did we ever see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and not help you?’


And he will answer, ‘I tell you the truth, when you refused to help the least of these my brothers and sisters, you were refusing to help me.’


And they will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous will go into eternal life. (Matthew 25:31–46, NLT)


As St Teresa of Avila said, ‘We are the hands and feet of Jesus.’ We are all called to share and give to others on behalf of God.


THE POINT


The most important aspect to remember about the first beatitude is that a life of happiness begins when we come to God and admit our need for Him. We must accept that the only way to have a relationship with God is not by building ourselves up before Him, but by pleading utter defeat. Most religions advocate that the way to God is by following a set of rules. The world tells us the way to God is by having it all together and succeeding in areas of power and wealth. Jesus says the way to Him is by admitting our need for Him and accepting His love. He says, ‘Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest’ (Matthew 11:28, NLT). He says, ‘Look! I stand at the door and knock. If you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in, and we will share a meal together as friends’ (Revelation 3:20, NLT).
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