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We like to be blessed. And to talk about being blessed. See if you can identify with any of these thoughts:

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst, for they are sticking to their diet.

Blessed are they who have nothing to say, and cannot be persuaded to say it.

Blessed is the one who is too busy to worry during the daytime and too sleepy to worry at night.

I was listening to some program on NPR yesterday – something about financial planning – and a man called in and shared his financial woes – he was behind on his mortgage and had $80,000 in credit card debt and getting further behind all the time – but he was still able to find the silver lining- saying he was blessed to be able to still sleep well at night. We find a lot of ways to talk about being blessed.

We are blessed with good health. Blessed with good friends. Blessed with a good job and a nice home. Some religious leaders say that the more money you have, the richer you are, that it is God’s way of showing you just how blessed you are.

But I also know of an older woman, lives in a very small and simple house, has barely enough money to put a simple meal on the table, her  furniture was purchased at yard sales. And yet, when I see her, she is all smiles. She is one of the most joyful persons I know. And it is true joy. And when we talk, she says – I don’t know what I ever did to be so blessed.

I know a man whose body has given out on him – and he’s in his late 40’s. He has trouble breathing, and walking. And he has always been very conscious of what he ate, of getting exercise, of taking care of himself. You can imagine how bitter he is. But you would be wrong. For he is filled with gratitude for each moment he has. He notices the little things that you and I so often pass right by – the small wildflowers that we sometimes call weeds growing around the edges of our yards, the smell of dew in the early morning, the kind touch of a friend. Ah, he knows he is blessed.

The theme of our stewardship season this year is Count yourself blessed. Live life knowing you are blessed. On Friday out in front of the courthouse in the Roger McGuire Plaza, we had a service of blessing for LGBT families. I was looking out at 15-16 couples that could have said – my life is not blessed. All the laws are against us. But that is not what I saw. I saw people who were shining with love, with gratitude, with joy. And it was said over and over during that service – you are blessed. You are loved. You are beautiful. You are blessed.

In the sermon on the plain, found in the 6th chapter of Luke, right after Jesus had called the 12 disciples to follow, he started preaching and he said – You are blessed when you’ve lost it all, because God’s realm is there for the finding. You are blessed when you are ravenously hungry, for then you are ready for the Messianic meal. You are blessed when the tears flow freely for joy comes with the morning.

Count yourself blessed every time someone cuts you down and throws you out, every time someone smears your name to discredit you. What it means is that the truth is too close for comfort and that other person is uncomfortable.

And he goes on and says – Love your enemies, let them bring out the best in you, not the worst. Love your enemies. Help and give without expecting anything in return. You’ll never – I promise – regret it. Live out this God-created identity the way God lives toward us, generously and graciously, even when we are at our worst. God is kind – so you be kind.

And in the short text we read today – Don’t pick on people, jump on their failures, criticize their faults. Don’t condemn those who are down; that hardness can boomerang. Be easy on people, you’ll find life a lot easier. 

Give away your life – and you’ll find life given back to you. And give back with bonus and blessing. Giving, not getting, is the way. Generosity begets generosity.

Count yourself blessed.

The way of Jesus is not the way of getting all you want. Of building up treasures on earth. If that is our goal, it might be hard to live a blessed life. To be blessed is to pay attention to the wonders of life all around. To notice. To give thanks. To share them with others.  It is to love. It is to live with joy. It is to be generous. We don’t have to have a lot to be generous. Being generous is an attitude, a state of the heart. We learned in kindergarten to share our toys. Share what we have. Be generous and we will find our lives enlarged, enriched, enlightened. 

Aristotle once said – excellence is not an act, it’s a habit. In other words, you have to practice it. Everyday. So it is with gratitude. With love. With joy. With generosity. As people who follow Jesus, we are called to practice this different way. This blessed way. And when we do, and as we getter more proficient at it, we will notice our lives feeling different, being different. I am amazed at how many of us come and hear these words of Jesus – week after week – and still think that Jesus doesn’t really want us to love someone who is unkind or downright mean to us.  I have been hearing these words all my life – for 52 years – and I still wonder about that. But I also have been practicing, and the practicing is changing me. Little by little. Step by step. What about you?

Count yourself blessed. 

In a few minutes, while Gary leads us in some music, we are going to have a few minutes to fill out two pledge cards and bring them forward. One is a financial pledge card. One is a time and talent card. And there are also some blank pieces of paper available on each pew. If you are a visitor, we invite you to participate as well. To think of ways you can give of yourself in the community where you live. You might need to borrow a pen or pencil from someone. 

We live in changing times. It is easy to be afraid of the new. It is easy to get stuck in the old. But I believe the church is called to be an agent of justice and love, the presence of mercy and grace, in the midst of all that is happening. I think we have the power to offer blessing to a hurting world, to a hurting community, to a hurting friend. We have the power to be the presence of Love in the midst of anger and hatred and fear. We have the opportunity to be the presence of Joy even in the hard times. Because we know we are blessed – not with material possessions, not with success, not with good health – although we may have all those – but with an understanding of life that surpasses all else.  
I am grateful to be in a church where I can be held up when I am hurting. Where I can be comforted when I experience grief and loss. Where I can learn with others how to live this life a little better. Where I can be inspired by beautiful music of all kinds. Where I can learn the story of those who have lived a Jesus life before our time, and where I can learn to tell my own story. Where we can practice the art of listening, of praying, of sharing. Where we can get our courage to do something that we have a real passion for. Where we can be lifted up with hope, and held with grace. Where we can nurture children, and learn from elders. 

The front of our bulletin today is a beautiful art piece by Jan Richardson entitled Richly Blessed. Take a few minutes to notice the colors, the pattern of the paint brush strokes, the feeling it gives you. And know that indeed we are all richly blessed with the lives we have. 

In this church we will continue to question and ponder and challenge and nudge each other. Sometimes we will agitate and irritate each other. We will disagree, but we will also try hard to stay connected, to stay in the conversation. We will laugh, we will cry. We will sing, we will moan. And through it all, we will count ourselves blessed.

This is what it means to be a people of faith living in the ways of Jesus. 

What will you give? What can you do? How can you share joyfully who you are and what you have? Think on that a few minutes – and when you have written down whatever you want to write down, please come forward and drop your cards in this basket. And if you want to, hug a friend while you are on your way. Squeeze the shoulder of someone you are glad to see. Say a word of thanks to someone who means a lot to you. Be generous – and we will see what God yet can do with us. Amen.


