30 January 2011 SERMON “We REALLY need God”
Micah 6:6-8

Matthew 5:1-12

The reading today opens up to us the beginning of what is often called ‘the Sermon on the Mount’. Over the next four weeks we will explore chapters 5 and 6 of Matthew’s Gospel – a collection of some of Jesus’ best known teaching.
Immediately prior to this chapter, chapter 5, of Matthew’s Gospel Jesus is moving around and making himself very busy...

...but what does Jesus think? 
What is his purpose in all he is doing? 
What sort of campaign is he running?

The writer of Matthew tells us that Jesus goes up a mountain and opens his mouth to speak...

Jesus begins:


“Blessed are...”

These short statements by Jesus are called the Beatitudes.
What are the Beatitudes? What kind of sayings are these? We need to be clear on what they are if we are to grasp what they mean.

Sometimes the Beatitudes are spoken of as moral instructions.

Indeed, both of today’s readings could be interpreted that way; prescriptions for certain behaviour that God desires from us. 

Although God certainly does require a certain kind of response from us and loves it when we ‘live up to our potential’ I don’t believe that either of these readings are primarily giving us moral instruction.

The Beatitudes are not saying:

“God’s people should be meek; and if they are, they will be blessed by inheriting the earth.”

“God’s people should show mercy; and if they do, they will be blessed by receiving mercy from God.”

Thankfully I can save us the long (and rather boring) examination of the Greek meaning, by pointing out that this can’t possibly be what he Beatitudes are saying 
...because, whilst we might be able to choose to act as peace makers, we would struggle to find ways to be a mourner, 
and to be reviled and persecuted.
What a mistake we make if we insist the Beatitudes are moral instruction. 

For if we are honest, we will recognise that as moral standards they are completely beyond our abilities to live up to. And thus the accompanying blessing of God certainly becomes elusive.

As human creatures we are needy. 
Our neediness is unifyingly common to us all.

Most of us have no trouble recognising that. 

Whilst we may not easily acknowledge it, we know deep inside that we needy – our hopes are unfulfilled and we assess for ourselves daily that we do not have what it takes to fulfil our hopes in our own lives, let alone the communities around us, and world in which we live. Our neediness stems from recognition that we are incomplete somehow; we lack what we need to be whole and complete. We lack the capacity to do what we want to do; as the Apostle Paul puts it: “I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.” (Romans 7:15)
Indeed, the Bible does not dispute our sense of neediness, rather it accentuates it. Not to leave us wallowing in our neediness, 
but (as I want to emphasis further in a moment) to highlight our neediness to draw us toward The Whole, The One who is Complete.
In worshipping occasionally in different churches I am aware that a Prayer of Confession is sometimes omitted completely from the service. 
And I can’t help wondering if it’s because such a prayer that highlights our neediness is for some too negative and a bit of ‘a downer’. 
But I believe Jesus did not come among us to tell us merely how far away from God’s high moral standards we are. 
Jesus came to reveal to us the holiness of God – but also the opportunity to participate in the kingdom of this holy God. 
What I want us to think about is how honest acknowledgement of our true neediness might assist us to participate in the kingdom of God. 
Recognising our neediness before God may propel us further and deeper into the kingdom of God.  It may even be called a ‘blessing’.

As Jesus speaks on the mountain about blessing, he is doing two things:

He is making an assessment of humanity, and

He is presenting a picture of what the kingdom of God is like.
As he begins his teaching ministry Jesus sees people in need. Jesus doesn’t offer the crowds high moral standards to attain because his assessment is not that people keen & capable of living moral lives attuned to the holy will of God.

Later in the Gospel we are told: “When [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.” (Matthew 9:36)

Jesus’ assessment of humanity is not that we have it all together, but that we need all the help we can get. Or to put it another way: we REALLY need God.
When we understand this we understand that Jesus, in becoming one of us, has bonded himself to our condition of neediness. Jesus has identified with our situation in full. Jesus does so (the Gospel tells us) to lift us from our situation into the reality of God.

The Beatitudes are not so much moral instructions as they promises from God, recognising the situation of need we are in. They encourage us in the situations we are in, as well as giving us hope for the future (this is why the Beatitudes use both present “theirs is” and future tense “they will”).

These promises present a picture of what the kingdom of God is like.
A picture is formed that we shall see is confirmed and expanded in Jesus further teaching and ministry. The shape to Jesus’ teaching shows us where God is going; what God’s purposes are; the campaign God is running.

Also included in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus teaches what we know as ‘The Lord’s Prayer.’
In this prayer we are reminded that neediness is our human condition.
“Give us today our daily bread” is a prayer that asks God to sustain and nourish us as needy creatures. 

Rowan Williams (The Archbishop of Canterbury) says: 

“It is a prayer to be reminded of our need: let us never forget, we pray, that we have to be fed, and that we cannot generate for ourselves all we need to live and flourish.... 

The prayer 'Give us today our daily bread' poses a critical question to anyone who imagines that they can begin from a position of self-sufficiency; it affirms that to be in need of the 'bread of truth', in need of material or spiritual nurture, is in no way a failure but, on the contrary, a place of dignity.”

What does Rowan Williams mean that to be in need affirms a place of dignity?

Williams develops an understanding of our neediness in two directions:

The vertical: our neediness before God, and

The horizontal: our neediness with one another.

We pray the Lord’s Prayer (he says) aware of our mortality and our reliance upon God, but also confident that we are loved. 
God’s promises to us affirm our dignity as human beings. 
And (to reiterate it once more) the greatest promise of course is the person of Jesus Christ: God made flesh who affirms and fulfils the unshakable dignity of our humanity. Whenever we pray the Lord’s Prayer we are reminded that our neediness is no cause for us to be ashamed; our neediness is a blessing.

Similarly our neediness with one another as mutually needy creatures does not take away from our dignity but allows us to discover our true humanity.

In our neediness we discover our mutual need to be loved and to love. Our relations with one another keep us very human, fully aware of our vulnerability and need, yet also participating in the fullness and richness we are created to enjoy.
To need and to receive is a precious dynamic; a reality that can transform the ordinary into the spectacularly rich – what is at the heart of our humanity.

Next week I want us to reflect on the dynamic of forgiveness, such a huge aspect of our neediness. Again, we will consider the Lord’s Prayer and some thoughts developed by Rowan Williams.

To conclude today’s sermon,

I reiterate that the Beatitudes cannot be seen primarily as moral instructions. These blessings are promises that come to us in our neediness; they are promises embodied  in the person of Jesus Christ. 

We recognise that we REALLY need God, confident that we are loved and promised a future.

A picture of our future is formed in the teaching of Jesus, enlivening our imaginations and reforming our sensitivities. 
We are entrusted with a vision – a vision that is God’s and encompasses our reality now and the reality of God to come. In Jesus, God promises us nothing less than the reality that is the kingdom of God.

Amen.

