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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 
Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 

 
 

Matthew 5:1-12 
 
 
Most of you know that, although I’m a native Hoosier, my ministerial appointment before this one 
was at a United Methodist church in Tennessee. One of the joys of my sojourn in the South was 
learning the curiosities of Southern customs and culture. I doubt I’ll ever be mistaken for a 
Southerner. When I moved down there, I was immediately hit with comments about my 
apparent accent — a good lesson to me in recognizing the power of the lens (or, in this case, 
ears) through which we make sense of the world. Although I never quite lost my Northern affect, 
I did pick up on some of the nuances of Southern language. Mind you, I’m still not fluent, but I 
can get by.  
 
There’s the obvious ones like “y’all”, which I struggled to embrace but eventually realized is a 
pretty useful linguistic option — it’s economical and versatile. It might be the only viable 
language we have for a truly gender neutral, second person plural pronoun. It’s grown on me. 
 
Of course, there’s the delightful phrase, “Bless your heart.” I realized pretty quickly that, while it’s 
sometimes a thoughtful expression of sympathy, at other times it’s really not a very nice thing to 
say. And yet, with a multiplicity of meanings, it’s a fairly useful and nuanced linguistic device. I’m 
still working on that one. 
 
Then, there’s this curious greeting I’d hear everywhere from church to the grocery store 
checkout lane: “Have a blessed day.” It seemed to be a rather innocuous saying, akin to our 
Northern farewell, “Have a nice day.” To be honest, it’s kind of a nice upgrade — a day filled 
with blessings sounds much better than a merely “nice” day. I can appreciate that one. Or, at 
least, I could appreciate it until I started working on this sermon. 
 
For seven weeks now, we’ve been exploring the blessings Jesus throws around in his Sermon on 
the Mount. Blessed is this person, blessed is that one, and so forth. Today, we get to the final 
blessings: “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven. Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil 
against you falsely on my account.”  
 
Blessed are the persecuted…. Today is the day I hear Jesus saying, “Have a blessed day,” and I 
really want to respond, “No thanks. I have other plans.” 
 



But here we are. Again. With Jesus proclaiming the unexpected, the surprising, the downright 
questionable… naming something that definitely does not feel like a blessing and calling it 
blessed. So, because I try to assume Jesus is wiser than I, let’s go there today. Blessed are the 
persecuted.  
 
The persecution Jesus talks about here is specific: persecution for righteousness’ sake. Do you 
remember what we said about this word “righteousness” a few weeks ago, when we were 
exploring the fourth beatitude…. The one that talks about hungering and thirsting for 
righteousness? If you recall, we looked at the Greek word used in that beatitude — the same 
word used here — and how “justice” might be a better translation for us to understand in our 
twenty-first century context what Jesus is saying here. This word translated as “righteousness” in 
some of our English-language translations has less to do with personal holiness and much more 
to do with working for the societal and communal rightness that is found in the kingdom of God. 
Perhaps a more useful translation would be, “Blessed are those who are persecuted for justice’s 
sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  
 
I mentioned in the weekly email that I particularly appreciate what Jesus does here, in the next 
sentence. He’s just given us this blessing that follows the formula we’ve seen before, and then it’s 
like he wants to make sure we really get it. I imagine Jesus leaning in so he can say it bit more 
pointedly, to make sure we hear it. He repeats himself with a little twist. This time he says, “Blessed 
are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely 
on my account.” It’s no longer just about those people who are persecuted for the sake of 
justice. Now, it’s about all of us who are persecuted, or as he unpacks further, who are reviled 
and disparaged for Jesus’ sake. 
 
The question we should probably ask is, “Who are the persecuted?” Who are the ones 
persecuted for the cause of justice — for Jesus? I wrestled with that question and came to the 
conclusion that, for the most part, it’s not us. The rest of the beatitudes? Sure, we can relate. The 
poor in spirit, the mourning, the meek, the justice-hungry, the merciful, the pure-hearted, the 
peacemakers… those are things we’ve experienced or, at least, seen. But this kind of 
persecution? That’s not something we know.  
 
Unfortunately, we American Christians throw the word “persecution” around a little too freely. 
We call things persecution when it’s really just discomfort or challenge to our assumed privilege. 
There’s even a name for it: the Christian Persecution Complex. It comes out every December 
when a well-meaning checkout attendant wishes someone “Happy Holidays” instead of “Merry 
Christmas.” Or when we hear about a high school dropping the tradition of pre-game prayer 
over the loudspeakers out of respect for students who don’t identify as Christian. Or when laws 
are passed to protect people from discrimination, such as those ensuring you can’t be fired 
because of your sexuality or gender identity. Every time, the fear-based rhetoric ratchets up, 
claims are bandied about that Christians are under attack, and you hear that word: 
persecution. But, my friends, we are not persecuted. 
 
We live in a land that has religious freedom codified into its constitution. More than 70% of the 
U.S. population identifies as Christian (even if they’re not showing up to church on Sunday 



mornings).1 Christians are statistically overrepresented in our government, as nearly 90% of our 
congressional representatives as well as every president to date claim Christianity.2 The steeples 
of our churches define the landscape of every city and small town in this country. On the more 
personal level, most of us American Christians get time off for major religious holidays and can 
practice our religion without fear of legal repercussions or violence. I would suggest to you that, 
in America, we Christians are not only not persecuted — we’re actually remarkably privileged. 
 
Why does this matter? It matters because we need to be clear about what persecution actually 
is if we’re going to take Jesus seriously here. I appreciate how the late theologian Rachel Held 
Evans put it when discussing how the Christian Persecution Complex obscures the gospel of 
Jesus Christ: 

As Christians, our most ‘deeply held religious belief’ is that Jesus Christ died on 
the cross for sinful people, and that in imitation of that, we are called to love 
God, to love our neighbors, and to love even our enemies to the point of 
death. And yet right now, the prevailing perception of American Christians is that 
baking a cake for a gay couple is too much to ask.  

 
There are some understandable reasons for this exaggerated sense of persecution. When we 
look around the world, Christians face much discrimination and persecution. When can look to 
Christian refugees in war-ravaged Syria fleeing for their lives, or the Christians in Nigeria whose 
villages are targeted by Boko Haram, or the Sri Lankan Christians killed while worshipping on 
Easter last year, or any number of Christians facing imprisonment or death because their faith is 
illegal.  
 
Or we could look at the Christian martyrs throughout history — at prophets like the El Salvadoran 
archbishop Oscar Romero who was killed for his work advocate for the poor and building mass 
movements of people to challenge an oppressive regime. I could keep going, but you get the 
idea.  
 
So, in the global sense, yes, we are a part of a persecuted people.  
 
To be clear, I’m not saying there aren’t very real incidents of discrimination and even hatred 
toward Christianity in the United States, but because of our privilege as the largest faith group in 
this country, we are relatively protected here. I was trying to think through my own life and that 
of some of my friends and family to find glimpses of persecution for justice and Jesus. I do have a 
few stories I could share — stories about censorship, loss of jobs, even some threats of violence, 
all in backlash to times of taking a stand for justice and for Jesus. They’re stories for another day, 
but here’s the tragic part: All of those glimpses of persecution? They happened at the hands of 
the Church. In my own life and in the similar stories of loved ones that came to mind this week, 
the persecutors have actually been us. 
 
I suspect that some of you, even if you haven’t faced imprisonment or death threats, have 
experienced such glimpses of this persecution in your own lives. 

                                                 
1 https://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/ 
2 https://www.pewforum.org/2019/01/03/faith-on-the-hill-116/ 



 
Those glimpses matter. To be clear: What I experienced in these moments was not the same, life-
threatening persecution experienced by Christians around the world. The reality is, I have the 
privilege of my social location as a white, educated, middle class person. I have a built-in 
support network that will catch me if I fall. No one is going to imprison or execute me. My risk, in 
the grand scheme of things, is low. However, in those moments, I experienced a small glimpse of 
what Jesus is talking about in this beatitude — reviling and persecution for the cause of justice. 
And each time, when my anger faded, I caught a glimpse of the Kingdom. I found in the 
aftermath a peace and assurance that was completely irrational. I found courage and 
conviction. I found life-giving Christian community. I even found joy. I think, in those glimpses of 
persecution, I glimpsed the Kingdom. 
 
Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven. Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil 
against you falsely on my account. 
 
Perhaps this beatitude is telling us something about where we’ll find the kingdom of God. Some 
of you have walked the Camino de Santiago in northern Spain. When you walk Camino, you 
quickly learn to keep your eyes open for the yellow arrows painted on buildings, on markers at 
intersections, or sometimes just marked on the walking path. These arrows tell you where to go. 
They show you the way to where you’re going. I think these beatitudes are Jesus’ attempt to 
paint some arrows for us. It’s like he saying, “You’re looking for the Kingdom of God? It’s this 
way.” 
 
In one of my seminary classes, we were discussing global Christianity and its cycles of rise and 
demise throughout history and into the present. My professor made an observation that’s stuck 
with me, saying, “The Church is often at its best when it’s at odds with the surrounding 
government and culture.” In other words, it tends to be in those places and times of difficulty, 
even persecution, that the Church rises. 
 
That makes sense to me. We think the hard choice is facing job loss, imprisonment, violence, or 
even death and still choosing Jesus. But really, the hard choice for us is facing the seductive 
allure of power, prestige, riches, and comfort and still choosing Jesus. On the way home from 
the airport last night, I turned on the radio, and Joel Osteen’s voice filled my car…. It didn’t last 
long before I had to turn that off. Joel Osteen is in the camp of what we call “prosperity gospel” 
preachers — the folks who tell us that financial blessing, physical well-being, comfort and 
privilege are the way of God. 
 
But in Gospel, in these beatitudes, we hear Jesus telling us that the Kingdom of God is found in 
the risky choices, the dangerous ones that threaten to rip us from all the privilege and comfort to 
which we’ve become accustomed. The Kingdom of God is found when we choose the way of 
Jesus. 
 
Think back for a moment to January 12 — the first Sunday we were out of the Sanctuary — when 
we began this journey through the beatitudes. To start us off, Pastor Steve asked the question, 
“What does it mean to be blessed?” and suggested these beatitudes have great implication for 



our personal, day-to-day lives, that in this blessings Jesus is showing us a new ethic, a new way of 
living in God’s kingdom. Here we are, seven weeks later, holding up our way of living against 
Jesus’ as we hear him say just who are the blessed ones in this way of life as his disciples. I hope, 
over these weeks, we’ve not only been challenged by these blessings but also found hope for a 
life greater — a life even more blessed — than we ever could have imagined. 
 
One of the other things I picked up in my time down South was an appreciation for the 
“affirmations of faith” often included in worship services. In Methodist churches down there, it 
was common to find these printed in the bulletin’s order of worship each week. There’s 
something powerful about naming aloud the things we believe. I often thought when we’d say 
them aloud that, despite the confidence of a few hundred voices speaking them aloud, we 
probably didn’t all 100% believe everything we were saying. But maybe that’s the point — we 
name together these tenets of our faith even if we’re still wrestling with them, because we know 
there’s something good and life-giving to be found here…. something we want to believe. And 
so, today I thought it would be appropriate to affirm our faith through these beatitudes: 
 
 We believe:  

The poor in spirit are blessed,  
and theirs is the kingdom of heaven;  
those who mourn are blessed,  
and they will be comforted;  
the meek are blessed,  
and they will inherit the earth;  
those who hunger and thirst for righteousness are blessed,  
and they will be filled;  
the merciful are blessed,  
and they will receive mercy;  
the pure in heart are blessed,  
and they will be called children of God;  
those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake are blessed,  
and theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  

This we believe!  
 
This we believe. Friends, these blessings are uncomfortable and disrupting, but they show us 
where the Kingdom of God is… so it’s all worth it. I can still hear Jesus saying, “Have a blessed 
day,” but now I want to respond, “May it be so.” 
 
Amen. 
 
 


