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 Blessed are you. When Jesus saw the crowds that were following him around Galilee, that is 
what he told them. Blessed are you. Blessed are you the poor in spirit. Blessed are you who mourn. 
Blessed are the meek. The merciful. The pure in heart. The peacemakers. The persecuted. Blessed 
are you. 
 But these crowds were not blessed. At least not in the way the world or any of us thinks of 
it. Most of them didn’t have the things we talk about when we talk about being blessed. No 
upwardly mobile careers or cul-de-sac homes or idyllic families. If they were blessed, they wouldn’t 
have been following Jesus around. If you are spending your time following an upstart rabbi around, 
putting your faith in some guy who literally just walked out of the wilderness, then you are definetly 
not blessed. Because people who are blessed have better things to do.  The system has failed you. 
You’ve been let down by life. 
 You wonder if these people who were following Jesus around actually believed him. Was this 
just another empty promise? Was Jesus just pandering to them? Did they actually believe that they 
were blessed? And do we actually believe that these are the people who are blessed? Blessed are 
those who hunger and thirst for righteousness? Please. They’re just getting their hopes up. Blessed 
are the merciful? People will just take advantage of them. Blessed are the peacemakers? Just a bunch 
of naïve do-gooders. These people aren’t blessed at all. Irrationally optimistic? Sure. Getting a bad 
deal out of life? You bet. But blessed? Not even close.  
 Maybe part of us doesn’t believe Jesus because these people don’t seem blessed at all. 
Everything in our own experience points to the contrary. No one who is poor in spirit or mourning 
or persecuted calls themselves blessed.  

But maybe our hang up is something more personal. Something a little bit harder to admit. 
That we think Jesus is wrong because we aren’t sure if we’re included in the groups Jesus is listing 
off. That there’s something about their specificity of the Beatitudes that rubs us the wrong way. That 
when Jesus says that someone is blessed, we respond by saying, “Well what about me?” Why single 
out the merciful or the peacemakers or the persecuted? Isn’t Jesus here to proclaim new life and 
resurrection to everyone? Shouldn’t all people be blessed?  
 But in Matthew’s Jesus, we see not just a different way of thinking about what it means to be 
blessed. But a different way of showing the wideness of God’s embrace. Not broad platitudes about 
how God loves everyone. Not in generic statements of compassion. No, the scope, the universality 
of God’s compassion for all people is revealed precisely in Jesus’s concern for those who have been 
left behind. For those who see life only as struggle. For those who grieve. For those who are weary. 
For those no one would ever call blessed.  

And what Jesus gives them and all of us is not mere concern, not just lip service. But 
solidarity. Coming alongside us, experiencing life the way we do. Solidarity by breaking bread with 
friends and enemies alike. Solidarity by weeping with those who weep. Solidarity to the point of 
dying next to two criminals on a cross.  The ones Jesus calls blessed are blessed not because they 
have something, but because Christ is present with them.  
 Solidarity that means it is Jesus who is the poor in spirit, the meek, the peacemaker, the 
persecuted. It is Jesus who defines what it means to mourn and what it means to hunger for 
righteousness sake. That when we read the Beatitudes looking for which categories apply to us, we 
miss that the Beatitudes are not primarily about us. They are about Jesus. About how Jesus mourns 
with us. How Jesus is meek with us. How Jesus hungers for righteousness with us. About how Jesus 
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shares in our experience of life, even to the point of death. That there is no experience, no part of 
life, that Jesus hasn’t had before you. 

Today, as we remember and give thanks for the saints of the church, we remember that 
because Jesus goes into death before us, no one goes into death alone. That you always go in and 
with Christ. That in life and in death, Christ is present. That death doesn’t take you any farther away 
from God’s embrace. That we live and we die in Christ.  

We might wish that Jesus could be a little broader, a little less specific in his language. But 
none of us experience life and death in general. When we lose someone we love, it is not the 
existence of death itself that causes us to mourn. It is the death of a particular person. The death of 
a partner, a son, a daughter, a parent, a friend, a family member. And because Jesus goes before us in 
death, Jesus is with them. Calling them blessed. Jesus calls them peacemakers, but we call them 
Walter and Carol. Jesus calls them pure in heart, but we call them Arlene and Rocco. Jesus calls 
them merciful, but we call them Eleanor and Ken. We call them loved, but Jesus calls them blessed. 
Because even in death, Christ is still with them.    
 Which isn’t to say that we know what the new life Jesus promises looks like. As the author 
of 1 John puts it, “What we will be has not yet been revealed.” What scripture proclaims is not just 
that Jesus shares in our death, but that we are invited to share in his new life. In his Beatitudes, Jesus 
proclaims that his way of life, God’s way of life, will also be our way of life. Matthew calls this the 
kingdom of heaven. The time all God’s people will be comforted. When everyone will be called 
children of God. When everyone will be filled with good things. And all God’s people will inherit 
the earth. Not just individuals but all of God’s people. The entire communion of saints. Those who 
laid the foundation of this congregation before we arrived and the ones who will be baptized in that 
font long after we are gone. That is the great communion of saints we pray and worship with. Those 
are the ones Jesus calls blessed. 

The author of 1 John says that even if we can’t see past death, we believe that “we will be 
like Jesus.” That just as Jesus shared in the sorrows of our lives, we will share in the joys of his. That 
even though we don’t know what lies beyond death, we are promised that we will receive mercy. See 
God. Be called children of God. That the life Jesus shared with the one he called Abba will be our 
life.  

When scripture tries to envision what this life Jesus promises looks like, it comes up with a 
bunch of images. Our reading from Revelation imagines it as all the people God has knit together 
from all the ends of the earth gathered together in worship. Our psalm for today likens it to an angel 
of the Lord protecting you from all danger. But the most prominent one, the one that shows up 
again and again in the scriptures is of a meal. A simple meal like Jesus shared with his disciples. A 
lively dinner like Jesus shared with the marginalized. An unexpected party like that wedding in Cana. 
We use different names for it. The feast of the lamb. The harvest of creation. The wedding banquet. 
Meals where Christ is host and guest. Celebrations where all who hunger and thirst will be filled.  

We remember that every week as we gather around this table. That we gather not just with 
those who are here today, but with those have come before us and will come after us. The entire 
communion of saints is present at this meal. This banquet like all those described in the scriptures. 
Where we receive a foretaste of that great, unending feast to come. Where we receive and are made 
part of the body of Christ. Where our joys and our sorrows are knit together into the fabric of God’s 
people.  

Here at Advent, we are, depending on your perspective, blessed or cursed with an altar rail. 
Altar rails were first used to solve a very specific problem during the middle ages, which was that the 
communion bread was leaving too many crumbs. And pretty soon dogs started scavenging around 
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the altar. So churches started putting up rails with posts to keep them out. And once the dog 
problem was under control, the rails stayed there. Because churches have their own laws of physics 
where you can put just about anything in the sanctuary, but once it’s there, it’s never coming out. So 
people started coming up with more pious explanations for why they needed to keep the rail there. 
The most common was that the altar rail separated the holy from the profane. But that explanation 
doesn’t really work for us Lutherans who think Jesus is all about crossing from what we consider 
“holy” to what we consider “profane.” So we came up with other explanations. But there is one in 
particular that is worth remembering today. That the altar rail we have is half of a circle. But there’s 
another half that you can’t see. The half of that circle you can see is filled with us, the saints who 
gather here today. And the other half that you can’t see is filled with all the saints who have died and 
go before us. And at the center of that circle is Christ. Guest and host. Holding us together. Calling 
us blessed.    

This past week, I was talking with another pastor in the area. And he was telling me about a 
woman in his congregation who used to come up to communion, and when she came up, she would 
go all the way up on the end of the altar rail right up on the wall. And she was elderly, so he figured 
that she used the wall to keep her balance and he didn’t think much of it. But he noticed that she 
was walking around perfectly fine when they passed the peace. So eventually he asked her why she 
always received communion next to the wall. And she said that ever since her husband died, that 
was where she felt closest to him. Up against the wall on the altar rail. Next to the other half of that 
circle. where all the saints of God come to the banquet. 

Blessed are you, Jesus tells us. When Jesus sees the saints around him at this table, this is 
what he tells them. Blessed are you. Blessed are you the poor in spirit. Blessed are you who mourn. 
Blessed are the meek. The merciful. The pure in heart. The peacemakers. The persecuted. Blessed 
are you.  

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


