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Last Wednesday I was sitting on the Ipanema beach with a friend, watching the sunset. The sunset at the
beach of Ipanema is one of the most beautiful scenes in Rio. The sun goes down slowly on the horizon into
the sea. It disappears as an enormous orange ball. Hundreds of people come to watch it. And when the sunset
happens, people clap. It is magnificent to watch such a beautiful scene while joining hundreds of people
clapping at the sun. Clapping is a way of saying "thank you" for being there and for bringing such beauty into
our lives. It is also a way of expressing a deep desire of seeing it again the following day.

At that moment, a double blessing takes place: people bless the sun and the sun blesses people.

To be blessed is to be embraced by goodness. It is to be submerged in thankfulness for what we are, what life
is, what the other is. It is to wish well.

In the Old Testament, blessing is related to words and actions that do good by themselves. When we speak
well of others, when we act in their favor, we are blessing them. When people do that to us, they are blessing
us. In the Gospel reading this morning, Jesus turns towards specific groups of people and wishes them well.
His words are at the same time a denunciation and a promise. Jesus denounces the suffering caused by unjust
social structures and by individual brokenness.

In Matthew, the poor in spirit are not only the dispossessed and abandoned, those in financial poverty, but
those who have lost hope. According to Allan Powell, "they are not people who trust in God because they
have no reason for hope in this world. They are people who have no reason for hope in this world, period." Do
you know someone in this condition? Have you lost hope?

Many of you heard in the news in the last couple of weeks about people in the state of Rio who lost their
houses, belongings, and lives due to the floods. Several of our friends are involved in providing assistance to
the victims. We were also involved in collecting water, food and clothing two weeks ago. It is hard to see the
desolation in the eyes of those who tried to return home, but their home is no more; those who tried to find
family members, but there are no more. Jesus words to them is, "blessed are
you for yours is the kingdom of heaven, and blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted."

I wonder: how much of a consolation can these words really be in such a situation? Do the inhabitants of
Petropolis, Terezopolis and Friburgo feel comforted while mourning the loss of their wives, husbands, sons,
daughters, and grandparents? Do they feel blessed?
I do not believe so. But this is exactly the point. It is when we cannot see any blessing, any grace, that the
sympathy of God is given to us. God's deep desire is to see us well. A blessing in a context of suffering or
injustice is a word with the power to hold together the present and to point to the future affirming that what is
now, will not remain the same.

Jesus doesn't only bless the most vulnerable. He affirms those whose attitudes and ways of living bring about
peace, justice, righteousness, humility, purity and mercy.

For those who are meek, there is a promise of inheriting the earth. It is interesting to realize that the Greek
word for meek â�� praus - is most often used to translate the Hebrew word for poor. Praus can be understood
as "humble" or "gentle," but it can also have the sense of "humiliated" or we might say, "the walked on," "the
doormats," "the powerless." Here Jesus denounces the distortion of systems that create possessors and
dispossessed, rulers and ruled, powerful and powerless.

1



For those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, or justice, there will be fulfillment. Both verbs "hunger"
and "thirst" are present participles, which means "Blessed are those who are continually hungering and
thirsting for justice". The images of "hunger" and "thirst" not only depict desire, but also deprivation -- the
people who do not experience justice -- the people who know that God's will is not being done on earth. So,
blessed are those who see that an unfair world is not a world according to God's will.

For those who are merciful, mercy will be granted. In a basic sense, "the merciful" are people who seek to put
right that which has gone wrong. They act to remove everything that prevents life from being as God intends.
Poverty, ostracism, hunger, disease, demons, debt and floods killing people are not part of God's will for this
world.

For those who are pure in their hearts, there is a promise of seeing God. Here and elsewhere in the Bible, "the
heart" seems simply to represent "the true self," what one really is, apart from pretense. Thus, to "understand
with the heart" (13:15) means to understand truly; to "forgive from the heart" (18:35) means to forgive truly
(Powell). "Purity of heart" is not merely the avoidance of "impure thoughts", but refers to the integrity of
oneself. It refers to a person's capacity to look at the other and see the best.

For the peacemakers there is a promise of being called "children of God". Peace seems to be one of the most
challenging issues for humanity. It was fundamental in Jesus' time as it is in ours. The voice of Jesus echoes
from Palestine throughout the centuries until today saying, no more war, but peace. War is not a valid
alternative. It was never, it will never be. So, blessed are those who do not promote war, but peace.

But you know what? People who believe in these things or act according to these criteria, might be
persecuted. If you don't agree with the framework of this world you do not fit in it, and you might be
persecuted. Blessed are you if you do not fit, because your reward will be great. But don't do it because of any
reward; do it because you believe it is the right thing to do.

In this Sermon on the Mount, Jesus addresses the disciples and the multitude with a message of hope and joy,
blessing and happiness, remembrance not of the past, but of the future, a future tasting of redemption. Jesus
turns reality upside down as he points to a time of consolation and justice, joy and peace; a time when he
invites us to be submerged in thankfulness and in the feeling of wishing well. A time when we join the people
at the beach of Ipanema and clap at the sun for the beauty it brings to our lives, for the blessing of its
presence, day after day.

Blessed are you!
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