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Luke 6:17-26

I confess—the Beatitudes have always confused me. Am I one of the blessed or one of the “woes”? I’m not poor, not hungry, not grieving, or hated (that I know of!). So, I must be in the woe group. Good for me, bad for my soul. However, there have been times when I was kind of poor, was grieving, was hungry in a spiritual sense, and was hated or, at least, felt hated. And, to tell you the truth, I wasn’t feeling very “beatitude-y” at all. More like depressed than blessed. What is Jesus talking about? 

You can find anything on the Internet, and that’s where I went, searching for a clue to the meaning of the Beatitudes. I found out that in ancient times, being wealthy meant that you had God’s favor. You were blessed. But Jesus says exactly the opposite: “Blessed are you who are poor, for the kingdom of heaven is yours.” Does this mean we give away everything in order to gain heaven?

More reading led me to this conclusion: when you are poor, hungry, grieving, or hated, that’s when you are more open to God, more likely to rely solely on him. How true! Whenever I was in any of those situations, that’s when I prayed the most often and most fervently. When I was feeling blessed, I tended to think it was because of my own wisdom or resources, not because God shed some grace and mercy on me.

Author David Foster Wallace tells this story: There are these two guys sitting together in a bar in the remote Alaskan wilderness. One of the guys is religious, the other is an atheist, and the two are arguing about the existence of God with that special intensity that comes after about the fourth beer. And the atheist says: "Look, it's not like I don't have actual reasons for not believing in God. It's not like I haven't ever experimented with the whole God and prayer thing. Just last month I got caught away from the camp in that terrible blizzard, and I was totally lost and I couldn't see a thing, and it was fifty below, and so I tried it: I fell to my knees in the snow and cried out 'Oh, God, if there is a God, I'm lost in this blizzard, and I'm gonna die if you don't help me.'" And now, in the bar, the religious guy looks at the atheist all puzzled. "Well then, you must believe now," he says, "After all, here you are, alive." The atheist just rolls his eyes. "No, man, all it was is that a couple Eskimos happened to come wandering by and showed me the way back to camp."

God’s grace or a lucky break? I’d say that when he fell to his knees, praying for God’s help, the lost fellow was as close to heaven as any of us can be.

