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The Matthew scripture you just heard are the words Jesus spoke privately to His disciples just before He preached what is known as “The Sermon on the Mount”, considered by many to be the greatest sermon ever preached by the greatest preacher who ever lived.
Although this is very early in Jesus’ ministry, he had already become extraordinarily popular, attracting large crowds of people hungry to hear what He had to say. Jesus was already a rock star. With His disciples in tow, He climbed a hillside near Capernaum. The disciples He had gathered about Him were His very first followers, His closest associates, those who knew Him the best. The crowds knew this. The disciples could easily have succumbed to the temptation to feel self-important, proud, or possessive, just by virtue of being associated with this famous star, this Jesus of Nazareth. They might even have felt that it was OK to take money from the crowd. 
Jesus gave the disciples a short but pithy lesson in attitude. He wanted them to understand the importance of being His best possible representatives, appealing role models for the crowd. Thus, He gave them the Beatitudes, sometimes casually referred to as “The Blesseds”.


Let’s look at the word “Blessed”. If you’ve hung around churches long enough, you’ve probably heard this word literally thousands of times. You may see it in either verb or noun form. A brief NIV Bible concordance shows it turning up no less than fifty times in the New Testament alone. Our hymnody is rife with “bless’, “blest”, and “blessed”. It’s a word that might be easy to take for granted because we hear it so often. 
It is, however, a word that is rich with meaning. Although I thought I had a pretty thorough understanding of this word, I nonetheless researched it a bit. After all, it is used nine (9) times in this one passage alone, so it is obviously a word that Jesus expected His disciples to fully understand. And since we are His disciples in the world today, it seems that we too should have a good comprehension of this word. Here is just SOME of what I found:
I went to my Greek Bible and found that the word which has been translated “blessed” is Makarios. Makarios was the original name for the Island of Cyprus. In Biblical times it was a fully self-sustaining island. The Greeks felt that everything that one could possibly need in life to be happy, was right there on the island. Thus, one need never leave the island in order to find happiness or to be fulfilled. “Makarios” ultimately came to mean “completely filled, fortunate, supremely blessed and happy, independent of outward circumstances”. It is this word that is translated “blessed” in most of our versions of scripture.
I found other meanings of the word “blessed” in the American Heritage dictionary, Roget’s Thesaurus, and a comprehensive Bible dictionary:

“Blessed” can mean endowed with divine favor and protection.
It can refer to those who live with God in Heaven or are part of the Kingdom of Heaven here on earth.
It is used to describe those who are particularly cherished and greatly loved, as in “my blessed mother”
It is sometimes designates sanctification, which in turn means to set aside for a special purpose, as in “blessing the bread and wine for Holy Communion”.
It can refer to saints, either those specifically beatified by the Roman Catholic Church, or in most Protestant theologies, to ALL of us who are followers of Jesus. We are the saints; therefore, we are blessed.
The Old English word from which we get our word “blessed” is the same from which we also get the word “bliss”. How charming is that?!

So what behaviors qualities and attitudes is Jesus telling us are those which will render us “blessed”, that will earn us divine favor and protection, enable us to live in the Kingdom of heaven here on earth, make us aware that we are cherished and loved, and give us supreme happiness and the “peace which passes all understanding” independent of outward circumstance?

“Blessed are the poor in Spirit for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven”. What does that mean, “poor in Spirit”? The New Living Bible translates that verse “God blesses those who realize their need for Him.” Yeah. Cognitively, I think we all realize in our little, concrete, finite human brains, that we need God. But, and I speak for myself, here, some of us tromp through an ordinary day thinking “This is what ‘I’ need to get done today.” “This is the problem ‘I’ need to solve today.” It often isn’t until life gets interrupted by a catastrophe or we run up against that unsolvable problem that we realize “Oh wow! I really can’t do this all by myself. I really do need God.”
“Blessed are those who mourn for they will be comforted.” Is there anybody here who has never experienced a loss? I think we all know what it feels like to grieve. There is a tiny little church outside of Baltimore in a town called Lutherville, named for Martin Luther. The church is called “The Church of the Holy Comforter”. I love that name because it is a reminder that no matter how devastated we might be by great loss, God is there for us, often in the guise of people in our lives who care about us and are willing to pray for us and hold our hands as we mourn.
“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.” Again, I like the New Living translation: “God blesses those who are gentle and lowly, for the whole earth belongs to them.” Now I’m not sure I would want the whole earth in its current state; however, there are certainly some exquisitely beautiful parts of the earth especially right here on the Blue Hill Peninsula. I think that one of the ways that many of us hear “God still speaking” is when we walk the conservancy trails or ride the waters of Eggemoggin Reach. And the earth that Jesus promises the meek must surely be the original unspoiled version.
“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.” We are in a period in the life of our country when many of us are being horrified daily by the contrast between righteousness and the hideous, frightening lack thereof. We are hungering and thirsting for righteousness, for ourselves and for our country. This is a time to cling to the promise that we are, therefore, blessed. As dark as things may seem, we will be filled.
“Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.” They may receive mercy in earthly ways but they absolutely will receive God’s mercy, here in their hearts and forever in heaven.
“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.” Those who don’t let their hearts be cluttered by worldly junk will have room in them for  God. Enough said.
“Blessed are the peacemakers for they will be called children of God.” We live in a contentious world. There are, to borrow a Biblical quote,  “wars and rumors of wars”.  If we choose to avail ourselves of it, God offers each of us “the peace that passes all understanding”. That peace is contagious. We are happy when diplomats are able to broker cease fires or better yet to negotiate peace agreements. God’s peace, however, is contagious. Those who are blest with the “peace that passes all understanding” can not only arbitrate agreements when there is disagreement, but can attract others to that state of peace that only God can grant.
“Blessed are those who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.”  The supply of examples of people who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness is endless and more continue to accrue every day.
“Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way, they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” Oh, my goodness! One need only to turn to the news to see the myriads of people who are being utterly trashed for standing up for what is right. I hope that in the face of verbal or physical abuse, we too would be able to continue to assert love for our fellow human beings, no matter who they are, where they come from, or what is their lifestyle. I hope that we can continue to show love for our own integrity, and love for Jesus who taught us to love one another.
If you yearn to become more merciful, more pure of heart, a better peacemaker, more conscious of your need for God, if you want to be willing to be persecuted for righteousness sake, keep hanging out here. We’re in this together. We are all still learning to be the people God wants us to be, and God is still speaking to all of us.
                                                                                                                           AMEN



In 1926, African American historian, Carter G. Woodson, created “Negro History Week”, the second week in February, timed to coincide with the birthdays of Abraham Lincoln on February 12 and Frederick Douglass on February 14. Woodson hoped to create interest in having the then still mostly segregated public school systems in the US begin to educate their students about the history of African Americans in this country and globally. 
Initially, the response was tepid, with only three states engaging: North Carolina, Delaware, and West Virginia. Four individual city school systems also participated, Philadelphia, Washington, D.C., Baltimore, and New York City. By 1929, just three years later, literature for teaching Black history had been distributed to the schools in all but two states, and mayors in cities across the country had endorsed this week of emphasis. In the ensuing decades, more and more schools began to embrace this time of focus.
In 1969, in the midst of the Civil Rights movement, Kent State University proposed expanding this to a month. This quickly spread to multiple college campuses. In 1976, Gerald Ford officially recognized what was, by then, called Black History Month and asked Americans to “seize the opportunity to honor the too often neglected accomplishments of Black Americans in every area of endeavor throughout our history”.
As the Civil Right Movement was raising consciousness of Black history, it was also developing an anthem. This anthem is, as is much of folk music, an amalgam of multiple other songs and hymns. The melody probably dates at least back to the 1700s to a song sung by slaves working in the tobacco fields. The lyrics seem to have been inspired by part of a gospel hymn written by African American minister and gospel hymn writer, Charles Albert Tinley sometime in the late 1800s. “I Will Overcome” become “We Will Overcome”, which in turn became “We Shall Overcome” which we will now sing in honor of Black History Month. We will sing verses 1, 4, 5, and 6, skipping verses 2 and 3.
