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Preface

A

new kind of Kingdom was born in
Bethlehem that first Christmas—an
upside-down Kingdom that would

flip the script on who is really blessed and who
is not in God's unfolding plan. The babe in a
manger would grow up in obscurity until one
day he stepped into the spotlight and
announced the nature of this Kingdom in a
series of pronouncements we call The
Beatitudes.
Yet, the surprising nature of this
upside-down Kingdom was already on display
in the unlikely cast of characters who made up
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the Nativity Story. Join us this Advent as we
explore the Beatitudes of Bethlehem and see
some very familiar figures in a new light.
The following chapters are based on
Advent reflections and sermons I shared in
2020 during the global Covid-19 pandemic and
in the midst of a very contentious presidential
election. May these chapters draw our hearts
and longings back to Jesus our King and
Prince of Peace. May they be both prophetic
and pastoral—disturbing the comfortable, and
comforting the disturbed.
Jeremy Berg
Christmastide 2020

8

1
Epiphany on a Garage
Roof

O

ne of my earliest poignant
experiences of God came perched
on the roof of our garage under

the stars. I was in middle school and my
contemplative nature still lay dormant inside
me. The angel trumpets wouldn’t blast into my
consciousness, awakening that part of me until
college. Still, on that rooftop I felt deep in my
bones what I would later read in Matthew’s
version of the Christmas story: “The people
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sitting in darkness have seen a great light, and
to those sitting in the land and shadow of
death, a light has dawned on them” (Matt
4:16).
While this Lutheran boy couldn’t yet
quote the Scriptures, sitting on that dark roof
with the cold autumn air on my neck, I
somehow knew deep in my bones the Great
Light of God’s Presence was shining down on
me through those twinkling stars.
Some 3,000 years earlier, another
adolescent boy burst into song under the starry
sky as he tended sheep. David sang out: “O
LORD, our Lord, how majestic is Your name
in all the earth! You have set Your glory above
the heavens” (Ps 8:1). Likewise, “The heavens
proclaim the glory of God. The skies display
his craftsmanship” (Ps 19:1).
But God remained a distant Star in the
sky for quite some time—occasionally lighting
10

my path or shining a ray of hope into days of
doubt. In college, however, I began to read
stories and sing songs about this light stepping
down into our darkness, and putting on a
human face in Jesus.
The message of Christmas morphed
from sappy sentimentality to the divine
invasion of an upside down kingdom. Jesus, I
discovered, wasn’t born in a manger so I could
get presents from Santa. Jesus was born into a
cosmic war zone to launch a spiritual
resistance movement and enlist an army of
light and love to help push the darkness back.
In Bethlehem’s stable, Isaiah’s words
were being fulfilled: “Arise, shine, for your light
has come, and the glory of the LORD rises
upon you” (Isaiah 60:1). Simeon burst out into
song when he held baby Jesus in the temple: “I
have seen your salvation, which you have
prepared for all people. He is a light to reveal
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God to the nations, and he is the glory of your
people Israel!” (Luke 2:30-32)
The baby Jesus would grow up and tell
his followers: “I, the Light, have come to the
world, that no one who believes in me shall
abide in darkness” (John 12:46). Therefore,
“Walk while you have the Light, so that
darkness will not overtake you… While you
have the Light, believe in the Light, so that you
may become sons of light” (John 12:35-36).
Now, these Scriptures evoke the hope
of the Advent season and proclaim the
message of Christmas: God doesn’t remain
like a distant star, showcased and sparkling
from across the universe. The Light came
down and continues to come down into the
darkness of our world, bringing fresh hope
and new beginnings.
But there is also a more sober reality to
the light Jesus brings down from Heaven:
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“This is the verdict: Light has come into the
world, but people loved darkness instead of
light because their deeds were evil” (John
3:19). Many of us good church-going folks
think we love the light and long for more and
more of it in our lives. That is, until that light
is suddenly turned on us like a spotlight,
exposing some of our own darkness and sin.
Yes, religious people have made a sport out of
using the light to expose other people’s sins,
while conveniently hiding their own stains in
the shadows. Perhaps this is one reason some
people would prefer to hide the light under a
bowl or bushel!
Thirty years have passed since I sat on
the garage roof staring up at the night sky. The
worries and cares of a middle schooler have
given way to the heavier burdens of a father,
husband and pastor living in this current
cultural wilderness of darkness and fear.
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Perhaps, this Advent, you also feel like we’re
sitting collectively on a cold and icy roof,
staring up at the Heavens and badly need these
words to ring true once again this Advent:
“The people sitting in a pandemic have seen a
great light, and to those sitting in the land and
shadow of Covid, a light has dawned on them”
(Matt 4:16).
John’s Gospel reminds us of this Good
News: “The light shines in the darkness, and
the darkness can never extinguish it” (John
1:4-5). Good news, indeed! But Christians
aren’t meant to merely gaze at the light and
warm ourselves in its glow. We are called to
join God in bringing the light into the dark
places of the world. Jesus said, “You are the
light of the world…let your light shine before
others, that they may see your good deeds and
glorify your Father in heaven” (Matt 5:14-16).
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Paul worries that the Christians living
in the heart of the Roman Empire will get
pulled into dark ways of the world around
them. He tells them: “The night is nearly over;
the day has drawn near. So let us lay aside the
deeds of darkness and put on the armor of
light” (Rom 13:12). He reminds the Christians
in Ephesus of the dark past Christ rescued
them from: “For once you were full of
darkness, but now you have light from the
Lord. So live as people of light!” (Eph 5:8).
Similarly, Peter says: “God has brought
you out of darkness into his marvelous light.
Now you must tell all the wonderful things that
he has done” (1 Pet 2:9). “Okay, what exactly
does it actually mean in practice?” you say.
“I’ve heard countless sermons about Christ’s
light shining into darkness, and our call to
shine our light. So what?”
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Indeed, we must go deeper and not
settle for sentimental cliches and cute spiritual
metaphors of Christ and his followers shining
the light of salvation and watching the
darkness retreat in fear. No, we need to
understand the nature of the light. We need to
take the Light of Christ into our hands and
heart, turn it around and around like a
diamond and appreciate the manifold shimmer
and shine and sparkle. When the Light of the
World invaded a stable in the little town of
Bethlehem, and began shining the glory of
God’s Kingdom on earth, what shape did that
shine take? What colors refracted from that
manger into the eyes of those shepherds
looking on?
A couple Christmases ago, our kids got
these little animal-shaped nightlight reflectors
that spray light up on the ceiling in different
shapes and constellations. Abby’s displays a
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unicorn, I know. What image is reflected by
Christ’s light bearers? Is the light of our
witness worthy of the name of Jesus?
When I was about 6 years old I had a
glow-in-the-dark matchbox car that I would
carefully set under my lamp to “charge” before
bed. After my mom came in to tuck me in and
turned off my light, I would drive my radiant
car around under the covers until the glow
faded away and I finally dozed off to sleep.
Likewise, we are to regularly place
ourselves under the radiant glow of Christ’s
marvelous light, and let our lives and attitudes
and values be super-charged by that Kingdom
light. But we need to make sure we’re being
charged by Christ’s light, avoiding cheap
knock-offs or, worse, being charged up by
many scandalous alternatives flooding the
religious marketplace that claim to be Christian
but are not light at all. When darkness invades
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God’s holy people, we can end up casting a
shadow over the land, rather than shining His
light.
Paul warns of leaders in the church
who claim to live in the light, but who are
actually emissaries of darkness. Paul says we
shouldn’t be surprised by this: “Satan disguises
himself as an angel of light. So it is no wonder
that his servants also disguise themselves as
servants of righteousness” (2 Cor 11:14-15).
Whether intentionally or not, these
leaders preach, teach and “reflect” another
kingdom that is less blinding to our worldly
eyes than the upside down Kingdom of Jesus.
So, how can we make sure we’re faithful
representatives of Jesus’ Kingdom of light? I
suggest by spending the season of Advent
examining the Beatitudes at the heart of Jesus’
kingdom manifesto in Matthew 5:1-11.

18

The Sermon on the Mount is Jesus’
most well-known yet least followed teaching.
This manifesto launched his ministry, and he
wants those who would follow Him to know
that they are choosing to embrace a radically
upside down view of reality. In this crazy year
when so much in our world seems so upside
down and topsy-turvy, perhaps we’ll be more
receptive to this jaw-dropping invitation to a
whole new way of seeing.
Framed on the wall of my study is
some artwork from my (then) 7-year old son,
Peter. Its a kind of cityscape with a bridge in
the background and a night sky dotted with
bright stars. Flying through the night with
arms outstretched is Peter. The scene
immediately evoked Philippians 2:15-16 for
me.
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“Live clean, innocent lives as children of God,
shining like bright stars in a world full of crooked
and perverse people…Shine among them like stars
in the sky as you hold firmly to, and hold out to
others, the word of life” (Phil 2:15-16).
When I shared my interpretation with the artist
himself, Peter insisted we add to the painting
the “word of life” or Bible in Peter’s
outstretched arm (see above).
Now it tells the story that began to
whisper into my soul all those years ago sitting
20

on the garage roof looking up at the stars.
Little did I know back then, that my life would
eventually be given to the singular task of
urging others to lives that shine Christ’s light
into a dark and crooked world. But this only
happens as Christians “hold firmly to the word
of life”—that is, Jesus and his upside down
Kingdom ethics.
The Beatitudes of Bethlehem we are
exploring this Advent are intended to help us
make sure we are holding onto (and holding
out to others!) the true word of life that
undergirds the true nature of Jesus’ Kingdom.
The Beatitudes of Bethlehem radiate the
bright Sonlight we are to place our lives
underneath, in order to keep our witness
supercharged with a pure gospel glow.
I’m so grateful for bright starry nights,
childhood art projects, garage roof epiphanies
and glow-in-the-dark cars. Most of all, I’m
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thankful that there is a light that shines into
the darkness, and the darkness cannot
overcome it. The fact that God lets us in on
the shining…well, that just takes my breath
away!
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2
The Beatitudes
of Bethlehem

W

e are settling into a holiday
season like no other, and
preparing for a very Covid

Christmas. Family gatherings will be smaller.
Meals may have less stuffing and potatoes. No
Christmas carolers parading through nursing
home halls, bringing some holiday cheer. The
star on the tree may seem to have less sparkle,
and the sleigh bells may have a sadder, more
muted ring to them this year.
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Our hearts are tired and our souls are
weary. Our world is reeling from a collective
disease and our public discourse sounds like “a
noisy gong and a clanging cymbal” (1 Cor 13).
What we need this year more than presents
and family get-togethers, is a fresh dose of
good tidings of great joy!
The original good news that shook the
ground in Bethlehem that first Christmas was
“goodest” for those who were most desperate
and at their wit’s end. The light shone brightest
upon the people sitting in the darkest
shadowlands. The Kingdom of God invaded a
country stable, and the angels announced good
news to the kind of folk who would be most
receptive to it: the poor and impoverished, the
humble losers and messy-faced misfits, the
failures and the freaks, the burned out and
broken down, the nightshift workers and
unemployed welfare check collectors, the serial
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sinners and career self-saboteurs. And all who
suffered from illness and diseases that wouldn’t
have a vaccine for another 2,000 years. Can I
get a witness?
The Beatitudes of Matthew 5:1-12
make clear that the Bethlehem Revolution is
for all who find themselves at the end of their
rope; for those who have hit the wall; for all
who have climbed to the top of the ladder
only to be pushed off violently, and can’t find
the strength to start climbing again. The Good
News of Christmas is that God’s blessings are
tipping over like a giant cauldron of grace,
about to spill fresh hope on all the ragamuffins
who have learned the hard way to stop placing
confidence in their own successes or
achievements. This bucket of blessings
“runneth over” on all who have finally sent
their ego packing and are ready to learn to live
simply out of their belovedness—their True
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Self—that sparkles beneath all the games and
defense mechanisms of the insecure ego.
In the following chapters we will be
exploring what I want to call the Beatitudes of
Bethlehem. So many of us feel longing to escape
this dog-eat-dog world of clashing kingdoms
and white-knuckle attempts to hold our fragile
lives together. We want to climb up Christmas
Mountain and breathe the fresh, minty air of
that Kingdom from above, hoping for just a
whiff of that “new heaven and a new earth,
where righteousness dwells” (2 Pet 3:13).
Here’s the opening scene from The Message:
“When Jesus saw his ministry drawing huge
crowds, he climbed a hillside. Those who were
apprenticed to him, the committed, climbed with
him. Arriving at a quiet place, he sat down and
taught his climbing companions” (Matt 5:1-2).
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Christmas is the season when many
“shop til they drop” and grow weary from all
the gatherings and celebrations. This year,
when the coronavirus is forcing us all to slow
down and gather less, perhaps we can put
more time and effort into a spiritual quest this
year.
So, light a candle and hang up your
stocking. Decorate your tree and put lights on
the house. Let’s open gifts, but more
importantly let’s open our hearts and
imaginations to the Blessed Life of the
Kingdom on offer to us. Listen anew to Jesus’
invitation and consider joining him on the
hillside this Christmas. I don’t know about you,
but I want to be found among Jesus’ “climbing
companions” as we finish this terrible year and
move into a new one. How about you?
Let’s join Jesus and his climbing
companions and listen to these words, and
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begin breathing in the Beatitudes of
Bethlehem one at a time—this time from
Eugene Peterson’s The Message:
When Jesus saw his ministry drawing huge crowds,
he climbed a hillside. Those who were apprenticed
to him, the committed, climbed with him. Arriving
at a quiet place, he sat down and taught his
climbing companions. This is what he said:
“You’re blessed when you’re at the end of your
rope. With less of you there is more of God and
his rule. “You’re blessed when you feel you’ve lost
what is most dear to you. Only then can you be
embraced by the One most dear to you. “You’re
blessed when you’re content with just who you are
—no more, no less. That’s the moment you find
yourselves proud owners of everything that can’t be
bought. “You’re blessed when you’ve worked up a
good appetite for God. He’s food and drink in the
best meal you’ll ever eat. “You’re blessed when you
care. At the moment of being ‘care-full,’ you find
28

yourselves cared for. “You’re blessed when you get
your inside world—your mind and heart—put
right. Then you can see God in the outside world.
“You’re blessed when you can show people how to
cooperate instead of compete or fight. That’s when
you discover who you really are, and your place in
God’s family.“You’re blessed when your
commitment to God provokes persecution. The
persecution drives you even deeper into God’s
kingdom. “Not only that—count yourselves
blessed every time people put you down or throw
you out or speak lies about you to discredit me.
What it means is that the truth is too close for
comfort and they are uncomfortable. You can be
glad when that happens—give a cheer, even!—for
though they don’t like it, I do! And all heaven
applauds. And know that you are in good
company. My prophets and witnesses have always
gotten into this kind of trouble (Matt 5:3-12).
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3
Blessed are the
Poor Outcasts

A

new kind of Kingdom was born in
Bethlehem that first Christmas. This
was to be an upside-down Kingdom

that would flip the script on who is really
blessed and who is not in God’s unfolding
plan. The babe in a manger would grow up in
obscurity until one day he would step into the
spotlight and announce the nature of this
Kingdom in a series of pronouncements we
call The Beatitudes. But the truth of this
upside-down Kingdom was already on display
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in the unlikely characters surrounding the
Nativity Story.
Ebenezer Scrooge had a hard time
grasping and embracing the spirit and message
of Christmas. The rich and self-sufficient
always do. Their own personal kingdoms loom
so large that they have a hard time making
room for God’s Kingdom. This is why Jesus’
upside-down kingdom born in Bethlehem that
day would embody Jesus’ later proclamation,
“Blessed are the poor” (Luke 6) and “Blessed
are the poor in spirit” (Matt 5).
This is also why the glad tidings were
given to poor shepherds instead of wealthy
aristocrats. Shepherds were the carnies of
Jesus’ day. (I apologize to any carnies who
happen to read this.) They had a reputation for
being dirty, smelly vagabonds. Coarse and
unkempt. Unlearned and dishonest. Randy
Alcorn writes:
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“Some shepherds earned their poor
reputations, but others became victims of
a cruel stereotype. The religious leaders
maligned the shepherd’s good name; rabbis
banned pasturing sheep and goats in Israel,
except on desert plains…. ‘To buy wool,
milk or a kid from a shepherd was
forbidden on the assumption that it would
be stolen property’…. Shepherds were
officially labeled ‘sinners’—a technical
term for a class of despised people.”
They were despised and rejected by the wellto-do and respectable folks—especially
religious leaders who had adopted the
common belief that those who were rich and
healthy and in positions of power and
influence must be “blessed” by God. While
those who were poor and oppressed and at the
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bottom rung of society must be “cursed” by
God.
But the Beatitudes of Bethlehem
turned the world upside down, and made clear
that Jesus “came to seek and save the
lost” (and the last, the lowly, the liars, the
losers, the left out and the leftovers). God sent
his holy heralds to poor shepherds in the field,
not to reputable rabbis in the village, or the
movers and shakers in King Herod’s Jerusalem
or Caesar’s Rome.
We can smile and nod and ooh and ahh
at this Great Reversal each Christmas Eve in
worship, seated in our comfortable buildings
with our rich feasts cooking at home and a tree
full of presents that cost us hundreds of
dollars. But I sometimes wonder if we
shouldn’t be squirming in our seats instead
when we hear the Christmas story read and the
Beatitudes announced. For most of us would
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be considered among the rich and well-to-do
in Jesus’ day.
The rich and self-sufficient are those
least likely to receive and embrace the
Kingdom this infant brings into the world.
They are most prone to be scandalized and
offended by the lavish grace poured out upon
lazy losers and social outcasts. Jesus says to the
panhandler holding a sign at the intersection,
“The kingdom is yours!” while we avoid eye
contact and think to ourselves, “Get a job, you
bum.” On Sunday we celebrate a gospel that
insists God’s blessings are a free gift and we
did not do a thing to earn it; but on Monday
we rail against any policies that advocate giving
free handouts to the poor.
So, which King and Kingdom do we
really want? “You cannot serve two masters (or
kingdoms),” Jesus said. “You will eventually
end up loving one and despising the other.” If
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we choose to align ourselves with the
revolution characterized by the Beatitudes of
Bethlehem, we need to distance ourselves from
all kingdoms and values and politics that lead
us to shun the shepherds and despise the very
ones to whom Jesus says, “My kingdom
belongs to you!”
In Luke’s version of the Beatitudes, he
doesn’t just give us the Blessings of the
Kingdom like Matthew; he lays down a dire
warning in a series of “woes” to those who are
most in danger of missing or rejecting the
upside down Kingdom:
“But woe to you who are rich,
for you have already received your comfort.
Woe to you who are well fed now,
for you will go hungry.
Woe to you who laugh now,
for you will mourn and weep.
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Woe to you when everyone speaks well of you, for that
is how their ancestors treated the false prophets” (Luke
6:24-26).
The undeniable, uncomfortable truth is
that God’s upside-down Kingdom is least likely
to be understood and embraced by hardworking, middle class American Christians
who have their act together. Instead, Jesus’
Kingdom is most readily received and
understood by those who seem to repeatedly
fail at making something of themselves and
find themselves in need of a free handout. As
someone has put it:
“God despises our smugness, prejudice
and pride. T he shepherds were
undoubtedly coarse, unlearned men. Men
despised and rejected—just as He would
soon be. In the light of divinity each of us
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is filthy, simple and broken. The heralding
of His birth to some of the lowest of the
low reminds us that we are all unwashed in
comparison to the Divine. Jesus stooped to
our level to pay the ultimate sacrifice.”
I like how Eugene Peterson puts the first
beatitude. Let it wash over you as we move
into the season of Advent while trying to hold
together all the pieces of our lives that have
been cracked, and in some cases shattered, by a
very difficult year:
“You’re blessed when you’re at the end of your
rope. With less of you there is more of God and
his rule” (Matt 5:3 MSG).
Ebenezer Scrooge had a hard time
grasping and embracing the spirit and message
of Christmas. The rich and self-sufficient
37

always do. Their own personal kingdoms loom
so large that they have a hard time making
room for God’s Kingdom—and all the poor
and lowly riff-raff to whom it belongs.
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4
Blessed are the
Emotional Wrecks

T

he most devastating Advent service I
have led began on a cold and snowy
Minnesota morning. I was late

getting out the door and this was before we
had a garage. I only had a few blocks to drive,
so I did a very quick job scraping the ice and
snow off my windshield. As I was pulling into
the parking lot of the church, I saw the lights
of the police car flashing in my mirror—barely
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visible through the rear window that wasn’t
cleared off at all.
I sat there in shame, getting the same
lecture my dad had given me as a teenager, as
the members of my church all drove past me
in the parking lot as they arrived for church.
Inside one of those cars was—you guessed it
—my dad giving me a finger-wagging look.
But this was not even the hard part of this
particular Sunday.
Two days earlier, on Friday, December
14, 2012, as I was preparing my sermon, the
Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting
occurred in Newtown, Connecticut. The 20year-old Adam Lanza shot and killed 26
people, including 20 children between six and
seven years old, and six adult staff members.
Tears are flowing afresh as I write this and remember
the images of those young children walking single file
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out of the school, their childhood and innocence stolen
in a moment.
I don’t remember exactly what I
preached that Sunday, but I do remember
standing in front, holding back tears and
weighed down by grief. My message invited us
to de-sanitize the Christmas story, strip away
all the sentimentality and remember that
Advent is the good news that Jesus stepped
down into our darkness in order to take the
suffering and grief of countless heartbroken
parents onto Himself, and to bring comfort to
those who mourn. (Now that I think of it, I
think I preached on the version of Christmas
found in Revelation, where Baby Jesus is being
chased by a Red Dragon trying to destroy the
children of God.)
Some years later, I would flip the script
again on unsuspecting families coming to
Christmas Eve service with big smiles and
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warm handshakes—ready for a warm and
happy G-rated sermon. I preached on Herod’s
slaughtering of the innocent children of
Bethlehem. Yes, right in the middle of the
Christmas story in Matthew—understandably
skipped over in millions of pageants over the
centuries, we read: “A voice is heard in Ramah,
weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping
for her children and refusing to be comforted,
because they are no more” (Matt 2:18).
Again, I emphasized that the message
of Christmas needs to speak to those who are
barely holding on, to those whose table has an
empty chair this year, to the family coming to
church on Christmas Eve looking good on the
outside, but whose marriage is crumbling
behind closed doors. To this day, I don’t know
if that was my most profound Christmas Eve
sermon ever; or my very worst—ruining the
joy of Christmas for many visitors never to
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return to MainStreet. I felt a bit like Scrooge as
I stood at the door shaking hands as people
muttered niceties on their way out into the
cold night.
Why do I do this? Why do I throw a
wet blanket on this most happy and holy of
nights? Why do I rub people’s cherry noses in
the Darkness that the Light of the Stable came
to snuff out and overcome? The answer is
found in the second Beatitude of Bethlehem:
“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be
comforted” (Matt 5:4).
I think it’s helpful to state the opposite
of this beatitude as a gateway into its profound
meaning. We might put it this way: “Miserable
are those who hide their sorrow and pain, and
refuse to bring it into the light and deal with it.
Such folks will not find the comfort and
healing God longs to give them.” Pastor David
Johnson puts it this way:
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“Some of the most unhealthy, unhappy,
hard-to-be-around people are not
necessarily bad people. But for whatever
reason—perhaps a family or church
context—they never gave themselves
permission to get outside what was going
on inside…With this emotional pressure
valve frozen, they become poisoned. All
the bitterness backs up like a clogged
drain. Their emotional system is headed
for an explosive breakdown because of
this inability to truly mourn. And here’s the
irony: The saddest folks in the world are
those who have never mourned” (Joy Comes
in the Mourning, 41).
We live in a society that runs from pain
and gives us countless ways to escape and
avoid reality. Many, many of us are walking
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around, in deep denial regarding inner wounds
that God is waiting patiently for a chance to
bind up and heal. Our culture is quicker to
bless those who look good on the outside,
keeping a stiff upper lip while stuffing their
grief down. And I fully understand some of
the reasons why.
How many of us in the past have
dared to open up that dark chamber of the
heart, and exposing a wound to another soul,
only to feel rejected, misunderstood, or hurt by
them? We learn in those painful moments that
is just isn’t safe to bring our brokenness into
the light. We didn’t feel “blessed” at all by that
failed attempt to mourn! So, we go back into
hiding and suppressing, avoiding and denying.
Now imagine a new realm, another
reality where grace was the oxygen we
breathed. Imagine a safe haven where those
who have been carrying around a deep sadness
45

and unresolved grief for years could finally lay
their burden down and be met with
compassion, understanding, forgiveness, and
healing love. This is the nature of the
Kingdom of God born in that manger long
ago. This is the promise of the Beatitudes of
Bethlehem.
Blessed are those who unflinchingly
face the reality of sin in their life.
Blessed are those who don’t pretend
life is all unicorns and rainbows, when it’s
often monsters and thunderstorms.
Blessed are the emotional basket cases
who come over and weep on your couch and
eat ice cream until it hurts a bit less.
Blessed are those who feel the injustice
of the world deep in their gut—so deeply that
they sometimes feel like throwing up.
Blessed are those who cry over late
night commercials for adopting animals.
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Blessed are those who are sickened by
the fact that, “I do not do the good I want to
do, but the evil I do not want to do—this I
keep on doing” (Rom 7:19).
Blessed are those who mourn churches
that pretend its all good, when it’s not.
Blessed are those who mourn churches
that unintentionally form cultures where it’s
unsafe to bring our pain and brokenness into
the light.
Blessed are those churches where it is
safe to be broken, and where courageous
confession and outward mourning is met with
comfort and compassion.
And God doesn’t just dispense
comfort from some heavenly storehouse in
rare isolated moments when we do our part—
e.g., confessing our sin or going to see a
therapist. No, the Comforter Himself takes up
residence inside us to give us a newfound
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security in the midst of our fragility. As Myron
Augsburger puts it:
“There is a direct relationship between the
word for “comfort” and the word
describing the Holy Spirit as the Comforter
for the believer (John 14:16). As we live
with a repentant spirit we open ourselves
to the presence of God. The psalmist
wrote, “A broken and a contrite heart, O
God, thou wilt not despise” (Psalm 51:17).
Or, as The Message puts it: “Heart-shattered
lives ready for love don’t for a moment escape
God’s notice” (Ps. 51:17 MSG). King Jesus
would not intimidate and dominate in bringing
forth justice. Rather, “He will not crush the
weakest reed or put out a flickering candle
until he has led justice to victory” (Matt 12:20).

48

The blessings of Bethlehem don’t fly
up to the might on the mountaintops of
success, but flow downhill into the valleys
flooded with the tears of the mourners—from
Bethlehem to Sandy Hook. His invitation still
stands today: “Come to Me, all you who are
weary and burdened, and I will give you
rest” (Matt 11:28). But you have to come, bring
your burdens into the light and place them into
his hands if you want to receive that rest.
Thank God the upside down Kingdom
of Jesus is strong enough to overcome our
greatest obstacles to wholeness, tender enough
to mend our deepest wounds with care, and
outrageous

enough to set up a spiritual

comfort-spa in our inner being. Let that reality
put a big red bow on top of your Christmas
this year!
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5
Blessed are the
Underachievers

O

ne of the curses of high school is
to be awarded the “Most Likely To
Succeed” badge in your senior

yearbook. Some rise to the occasion and
become the brain surgeon, while others end up
the most successful overnight janitor mopping
the floors at Walmart. If that’s you, first, way
to earn an honest living, and second, blame it
on your yearbook committee for sending you
this curse!
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A less prestigious award in my
yearbook was the “Class Mooch.” This was the
classmate always begging for spare change for
the vending machine or constantly mooching
rides because they didn’t have their own car. If
they had a car, be assured that they wold be
asking you to pitch in on gas whenever they
gave you a ride somewhere.
While the “Most Likely To Succeed”
badge may come with a superstitious curse
attached, the “Class Mooch” has a very real
cultural curse attached to it. In America we
celebrate self-made successful people, and look
down on the moochers who are depending on
others. Just like in Jesus’ day, we today have
been taught to think “Blessed are the
overachievers,” and we don’t know what to do
with an upside-down Kingdom that says,
“Blessed are the meek” who fail to grab life by
the horns but instead hide in the shadows and
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wait for fortune to smile upon them. What are
we to do with this 3rd Beatitude of Bethlehem
that suggest that the welfare check collectors
and food shelf shoppers—the underachievers
of society—may “inherit the land” and gain
the Kingdom blessings ahead of the ambitious,
successful go-getter type?
This is where it’s important to clarify
that, contrary to much preaching and teaching
on the Beatitudes, not all of these are positive
virtues Christians are supposed to strive for. It’s
not a virtue to be poor, or to mourn, or to be
persecuted. While many sermons have tried to
twist “meekness” into a virtue (like humility),
that may not be the main point Jesus is making.
Instead, Jesus seems to be declaring that His
upside-down Kingdom is especially good news
for those who find themselves failing to make
any headway in the world’s economy. The less
gifted and more challenged underachievers are
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being eaten alive in the dog-eat-dog world that
rewards those who climb over others to get to
the top. The rich keep getting richer, while the
poor keep getting pushed further to the
margins. This was Jesus’ world, and this is our
world—the one huge difference being we have
some safety nets and social assistance
programs for the poor, while the poor and
meek of Jesus’ day had no hope of getting
anything, let alone inheriting the earth or land!
The central message of Jesus’ upsidedown Kingdom is that He offers good news to
the poor and needy losers, and offers a stern
warning for the proud and self-sufficient
winners in society. He’s not opposed to the
winners and overachievers; he just knows they
tend to be less receptive to His message of a
free handout of grace and forgiveness. We
need only re-read the stories surrounding
Jesus’ birth to watch this upside-down
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Kingdom on the march. These stories give
center stage to the “meek” who were forced to
mooch off others to survive (Mary & Joseph,
shepherds) while leaving the worldly success
stories standing exposed and humiliated off to
the side (Herod, religious leaders), or left off
stage altogether (Caesar). Nowhere do we see
this Great Reversal at work than in Mary’s song
or Christmas canticle in Lk 1:47-53:
“My soul glorifies the Lord
and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
for he has been mindful
of the humble state of his servant…
His mercy extends to those who fear him,
from generation to generation.
He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;
he has scattered those who are proud
in their inmost thoughts.
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He has brought down rulers from their throne but
has lifted up the humble.
He has filled the hungry with good things
but has sent the rich away empty.
Mary bursts into song out of the shock
and joy that God has chosen to bring His
Kingdom to the world through a meek, stay-athome mom to be, who would never graduate
high school let alone get a college degree.
What has she done to earn this successful
position in God’s start-up company? What was
it on Mary’s resume that made God “mindful”
of her above all the other applicants on his
divine desk?
All I can see (in the next line) is that
she didn’t earn the position, but was a recipient
of God’s merciful act and her main quality was
that she “feared God.” That is, instead of
working to make herself look awesome and
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worthy of other’s esteem and reverence, she
live in humble awe of God and with hands
ready to receive any favor He might choose to
bestow upon a servant. While those “most
likely to succeed” in our world are constantly
showcasing their own mighty deeds, God seeks
humble servants desiring instead to proclaim
God’s mighty deeds.
While our world gives the promotion
or raise to those who are “proud in their
inmost thoughts,” God wants no such people
in leadership positions in His Kingdom and
Church. Followers of Jesus who want to be
leaders in the upside-down kingdom, should
be found lowering themselves to the level of a
servant and washing the feet of the least of
these. For “He has brought down rulers and
successful CEOs from their thrones and
corner offices, but has lifted up the humble
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and promoted the perpetually passed-over
underachiever to VP!
In a world where many are hungry for
personal achievement and worldly accolades,
the Beatitudes of Bethlehem invite us to
become people who hunger and thirst more
for God’s righteousness than for our own
career advancement. “He fills the hungry,
childlike moochers with good things, but has
sent the rich and successful self-made
prodigies away empty.”
Jesus came to raise up a countercultural
corporation comprised of charitable losers and
second-place finishers, back room employees
no good at self-promotion, and humble
servants content with their lowly position and
a steady paycheck because they know they will
someday inherit the entire earth and mooch
eternally off of God!
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In year when so many of our human
plans came to naught, and a Christmas season
where beloved traditions will be foregone, may
we find ourselves in the company of the Mary
and the meek with hearts that revere God and
wait patiently for His favor to fall.
“You’re blessed when you’re content with just who you
are—no more, no less. That’s the moment you find
yourselves proud owners of everything that can’t be
bought” (Matt 5:5 MSG).
“Blessed are the meek, for they will
inherit the earth” (Matt 5:5).
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6
Blessed are the
Fed Up

T

he Dictionary defines ‘hangry’—a
conjoining of hungry and angry—as
being “bad-tempered or irritable as a

result of hunger.” While the first known use
of the word hangry goes way back to 1918, the
word has exploded into common usage in just
the past year or so. Still, I want to make a case
that we can trace a spiritual version of hangry
all the way back to Jesus and the Beatitudes of
Bethlehem.
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The fourth pronouncement, or
‘Beatitude’, regarding the upside-down
kingdom of Jesus is: “Blessed are those who hunger
and thirst for righteousness, for they will be
filled” (Matt 5:6). Many sermons on this
beatitude have focused on all the wrong things
we hunger and thirst after, and invite us to stir
up a more righteous appetite for the things of
God. I heartily agree, but want to ponder the
metaphor of hunger itself more deeply.
In keeping with the first three kinds of
“blessed ones”—the poor, meek and mourners
—those with an insatiable hunger for a more
righteous world are not always the most
pleasant people. In fact, they can be some of
the most miserable and irritable people on the
planet. They live with a deep sense of right
and wrong, are hypersensitive to unjust laws
and practices, and have a very low tolerance
for hypocrisy, deceit and political games
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among those in power while the powerless go
unheard.
Their gift is also their curse. Their
virtue is the flip side of their vice. If you’re
familiar with the Enneagram, we’re especially
tapping into the struggle of the ONEs and
EIGHTs. Their gift to the world is their deep
yearning to see wrongs put right, yet this same
longing gives way to a deep seated frustration
with everything that’s wrong in the world and
other people. Their virtue shines when they
channel their angst into world-changing efforts
at reform. This virtue slips into vice, however,
when they become the perpetual wet-blankets
and Eeyores only pointing flaws, and rarely
seeing the beauty and goodness of this world.
They want to fix everything and everyone—
and this is a heavy burden to carry, and to
force on others.
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They suffer a great deal—much of it
quiet and in secret. They are hangry for
righteousness, and as we all know, hangry
people are rarely pleasant company. Still, Jesus
would insist that Blessed and beloved of God
are the spiritually hangry and irritable whom
we wish would just lighten up and chill out for
once. Blessed are those who we want to send
away on a long vacation to help them take a
break from trying to save the world all the
time. Go lie down on a beach somewhere and
try reading some fiction and sipping an
umbrella drink for a change!
In this fourth beatitude, Jesus is giving
a sympathetic nod to all those who are so
hungry for a more just world that they become
angry at all that stands in the way. Jesus is
saying, Blessed are all the irritable and badtempered perfectionists and battle-weary social
activists who are ready to punch a hole
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through the wall, throw a brick at the television
watching the evening news, or just slowly
flame out in utter exhaustion. He says, “Hang
in there, for someday that bottomless pit in
your stomach that growls in agreement with
the notion that “justice delayed is justice
denied”—someday, oh starving ones, that
hunger will be satisfied and that thirst will be
finally quenched.
By the way, notice that I am using the
words righteousness and justice interchangeably, as
its the same word in the original language. We
tend to equate hungering for righteousness
with a yearning for personal holiness or
pursuing a life of religious devotion. While this
is part of it, Jesus’ first audience would have
connected this beatitude with the Jews’
collective longing for God to intervene in
history to bring justice to the oppressed and
restore Israel’s political fortunes and set up His
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kingdom “wherein righteousness dwells” (2
Peter 3:13). Jesus’ first sermon in Nazareth
should be proof enough that the kingdom
Jesus’ announced was about socio-economic
reversal, and not just a call to personal holiness
or religious devotion:
“The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,
to set the oppressed free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor”
(Luke 4:18-19).
Now let’s meet the person in the
nativity story who embodies this deep and
abiding hunger for God’s righteousness to
prevail: Simeon.
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“Now there was a man in Jerusalem called
Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He
was waiting for the consolation of Israel,
and the Holy Spirit was on him. It had been
revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would
not die before he had seen the Lord’s
Messiah. Moved by the Spirit, he went into the
temple courts. When the parents brought in the
child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the
Law required, Simeon took him in his arms and
praised God, saying: “Sovereign Lord, as you have
promised, you may now dismiss your
servant in peace. For my eyes have seen your
salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of
all nations: a light for revelation to the Gentiles,
and the glory of your people Israel” (Luke
2:25-32).
Old Man Simeon was himself
“righteous” but also lived with a constant
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gnawing hunger to see God act at last for the
comfort or consolation of Israel. No doubt
many of his fellow countrymen had all but
given up on God ever setting the table for that
grand messianic banquet. Not Simeon. He
never lost his appetite for the long awaited
feast of righteousness. His prayer bordering on
obsession was that as long as he had breath,
his mouth would never stop watering for the
arrival of the Messiah. Simeon had just one
item left on his “bucket list and it wasn’t
skydiving! Rather, it was that would not “taste
death” before his lips kissed the bringer of
God’s righteous reign.
While we don’t see signs of anger in
Simeon’s demeanor here, I can imagine many
days when his patience wore thin, and he felt
fed up and frustrated waiting God to act.
Simeon, no doubt, was a bit hangry for
righteousness.
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Simeon is one of the lucky ones whose
hunger and thirst was satisfied in this life. As
he held the Christ child in his arms, 10,000
hungry nights gave way to the satisfying feast
of a promise fulfilled! We can imagine a damn
of pent up thirst bursting into a flood of tears
as Simeon looked into the holy infant’s eyes,
and prayed to God, “You may now dismiss
your servant in peace. For my eyes have seen
your salvation.” The hungry and hangry for
righteousness often feel like they’re living their
life locked inside an Old Country Buffet. They
can smell the food being prepared and feel
their bellies rumble; but the food never makes
it to the buffet line. For hungry old Simeon,
Jesus was the sign that the kitchen doors were
being thrown open and the messianic feast
would begin at last!
Sadly, most will only have our deepest
yearnings met in the next life. Most of the
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hangry-for-justice-people will only be filled
with the full flowering of God’s Kingdom on
earth, on that glorious day when at last “justice
will roll down like waters, and righteousness
like an ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:24).
In the meantime, I hope it is obvious
how desperately we need these “justice
cravers” at the heart of God’s kingdom work.
We need these blessed ones rousing the rest of
us from our spiritual and social activist
slumber. We all know what it’s like to wake up
on a Saturday morning to the sound and smell
of bacon sizzling in the kitchen. Our feet hit
the floor more quickly those mornings. Our
waking up is the result of a hungry chef
stirring up an appetite for breakfast.
The fourth Beatitude of Bethlehem
announces that God’s favor rests upon those
who wake up each morning with the smell of a
more just society wafting through the air, and
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whose heart’s growl from an inconsolable
hunger for God’s Kingdom to come “on earth
as it is in heaven.” They carry with them secret
recipes

and samples on a toothpick of the

delicious promises God will serve up when His
Kingdom comes in full. Until then, let’s cherish
these hangry ones and cut them some slack.
It’s hard to be content living with perpetual
hunger while already smelling the aroma of
Heaven. Such folks don’t merely pray, “Thy
kingdom come…on earth as it is in heaven”;
they feel it as an empty pit in their stomach
and a constant growl from their gut.
Blessed are the fed up and frustrated
with the world’s injustice. Blessed are the
hangry for righteousness, for they will
someday be filled. Until that day, may they fill
the rest of us with a deeper yearning for God’s
Kingdom!
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7
Blessed are the
Speechless

O

f all the characters in the nativity
story, I think Zechariah gets the
most unfair treatment. In most

pageants he plays the minor role of a
blubbering idiot in the temple, who is painted
as a “doubter” who is punished for his “lack
of faith.”
Yet, we’ve already been told that he
and his wife were “both righteous in the sight
of God, observing all the Lord’s commands
and decrees blamelessly” (Lk 1:6). He’s an
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upright man of sterling character who has
given his life to serving God as a priest. The
angel Gabriel also informs us that he was a
man devoted to prayer. So, what is his hang-up,
his blunder, the reason he is rendered
speechless for nine months?
I suggest Zechariah didn’t doubt God’s
power to give him a son in his old age, but like
many religious people then and now, he
struggled to believe in a God whose default
posture toward human beings is one of mercy.
He didn’t doubt God’s power, or holiness, or
righteousness, or justice. He doubted the
“good news” of God’s great mercy toward
him and all Israel.
“The angel said to him, “I am Gabriel. I stand in
the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak
to you and to tell you this good news. And now
you will be silent and not able to speak until the
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day this happens, because you did not believe my
words, which will come true at their appointed
time” (Luke 1:19-20).
In his punishment, the angel only made
explicit what had already happened inwardly in
this encounter: Zechariah was rendered
speechless by God’s exuberant mercy shown
toward him and his wife. Entering the temple
to offer incense that day, perhaps Zechariah
was prepared for an encounter with a severe
and terrifying God of holiness. Perhaps he
would have believed Gabriel instantly if he
told him, “God has been making a list, and
checking it twice, and He’s sent me here to
inform you you’re on the naughty list.” He
wasn’t mentally prepared to encounter a God
of tender mercy, and he was scandalized by it.
Have you ever had your breath taken
away by a fresh realization of God’s
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overflowing love and kindness toward you, a
sinner? Do you need regular reminders that
God is not just a larger version of an angry
and impossible-to-please father? When was the
last time you were tongue-tied by a lyric in a
worship song that opened a floodgate of tears,
as you realized God bleeds mercy and
forgiveness, not vengeance.
I find it fascinating that Zechariah is
punished not for his sins, but in a strange way,
for the good news being too much to handle!
Perhaps a silly modern-day illustration (and
wholly inaccurate parallel) will help. Imagine
my my kids were told they need to clean their
rooms today and if they don’t I will take away
their iPad for a day. Now imagine (and I know
this is hard - wink, wink) they fail to clean it up,
and when I come to inspect they find
themselves shaking with terror like as if I were
the Angel of Death appearing in the doorway.
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They expect punishment for a task undone,
but I instead declare an evening of nonstop
iPad games together despite the mess.
Dumbfounded, my oldest son says, “This must
be a joke; I’ll start cleaning now. Sorry dad.”
Blessed are the speechless in the face of the
Father’s scandalous mercy!
But we are only reading half the story
if we focus only on the speechlessness of
Zechariah. Before long the mute will become a
minstrel, the silenced one will become a
songbird, the castigated will become a crooner
for Christ. And what will be the song
forevermore on Zechariah’s lips? We get a clue
in the words being spread by neighbors and
relatives:
When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby,
she gave birth to a son. Her neighbors and
relatives heard that the Lord had shown her
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great mercy, and they shared her joy (Luke
1:57-58).
From that day forward, Mercy and Joy
would be the theme of Mr. and Mrs.
Zechariah’s song. Blessed are those who have
been mesmerized by God’s mercy, silenced by
salvation, flabbergasted by forgiveness, and
enraptured by God’s rescue.
What a shame that Christmas pageants
parade a dumbstruck and zipped-lipped
Zechariah onto stage, but rarely bring him
back up when his tongue is set free to sing his
song of God’s tender mercy! Let’s give him the
stage right now, and highlight all the
harmonious notes of the 5th Beatitude of
Bethlehem ringing out in his Zechariah’s song:
“Immediately [Zechariah’s] mouth was opened and
his tongue set free, and he began to speak, praising
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God. His father Zechariah was filled with the
Holy Spirit and prophesied: “Praise be to the
Lord, the God of Israel, because he has come to
his people and redeemed them. He has raised
up a horn of salvation for us in the house of
his servant David (as he said through his holy
prophets of long ago), salvation from our
enemies and from the hand of all who hate us—
to show mercy to our ancestors and to remember
his holy covenant, the oath he swore to our father
Abraham: to rescue us from the hand of our
enemies, and to enable us to serve him without
fear in holiness and righteousness before him all
our days. And you, my child, will be called a
prophet of the Most High; for you will go on
before the Lord to prepare the way for him, to give
his people the knowledge of salvation through the
forgiveness of their sins, because of the
tender mercy of our God, by which the rising sun
will come to us from heaven to shine on those living
in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide
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our feet into the path of peace”(Luke 1: 64,
67-79).
But the best songs don’t just declare;
they invite. They get everybody swept up in the
melody and singing along. The 5th Beatitude
of Bethlehem is a call and response gospel
hymn—a song about God’s Mercy not merely
to be sung with our lips, but embodied in our
lives.
We do well to take Jesus’ words in the
order given and hear in them a kind of
imperative: Be merciful to others, and then you’ll be
shown mercy. Yet, I think Jesus and Zechariah
would both invite us to reverse the order as
well. For Zechariah had to learn the hard way
the theme of his song: Blessed are those
rendered speechless in the face of God’s
tender mercy, for they will not be able to help
extending this same mercy to others!
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As this tender mercy takes root and
grows in us, we will be the means by which the
rising sun will come to [others] from heaven to
shine God’s mercy on those living in darkness
and in the shadow of death. The mercy we
show to others will help to guide others’ feet
into the path of peace. So, what will be the
theme of your life-song in the coming New
Year?
“May our dependably steady and warmly personal God
develop maturity in you so that you get along with each
other as well as Jesus gets along with us all. Then we’ll
be a choir—not our voices only, but our very lives
singing in harmony in a stunning anthem to the God
and Father of our Master Jesus!” (Romans 15:6
MSG)
“O sing to the Lord a new song,
For He has done wonderful things”
(Psalm 98:1).
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8
Blessed are the
Horoscope Readers

C

hristians love the notion that, “People
judge by outward appearance, but the
LORD looks at the heart” (1 Sam

16:7). But I think we should probably shudder
a bit at its implications—especially when it
comes to religious worship and devotion. In
our tribalistic era where we think we’re judged
by whether or not we’re on the “right team” or
belong to the right religious club, this verse
reminds us that true believers will be
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determined by the condition of their heart and
inner motivations hidden from all but God’s
eyes.
Our 6th Beatitude of Bethlehem
proclaims, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for
they will see God” (Matt 5:8). What does it
mean to be “pure” in heart? Why do they see
God? And who in the Christmas story
exemplify this purity of heart that leads their
eyes to the King of King?
The word “pure” in this context
doesn’t mean morally pure, without sin, etc.
Rather, it means unmixed, without alloy. We
might say, “Blessed are those with unmixed
motives and undivided allegiances.” The upside
down Kingdom born in a Bethlehem manger
demands people’s single-minded devotion.
Mary’s baby would spend his adult ministry
calling for singleminded commitment saying:
“No one can serve two masters…You cannot
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serve God and Money” (Matt 6:24); the
narrow way leads to life and the broad way
leads to destruction (Matt 7:13; “Not everyone
who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the
kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will
of My Father who is in heaven” (Matt 7:21); or
“No one who puts his hand to the plow and
looks back is fit for the kingdom of
God” (Luke 9:62). Jesus’ brother picked up the
message and passed it along in his letter
warning:
Be sure that your faith is in God alone. Do not
waver, for a person with divided loyalty is as
unsettled as a wave of the sea that is blown and
tossed by the wind. Such people should not expect
to receive anything from the Lord. Their loyalty is
divided between God and the world, and they are
unstable in everything they do (James 1:6-8).
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This is the idea Jesus has in mind when he
says, “Blessed are the pure or undivided in
heart or devotion, for these folks will have eyes
to see God when he passes by in unexpected
places and strange disguises.
Myron Augsburg er war ns that,
“Perhaps we need to examine our motives in
religious exercises more than in any other
area… How easy it is to cover selfish ambition
with the cloak of religious service” (The
Communicator’s Commentary, 65). Let’s be honest
for a moment and count how many times
we’ve dragged ourselves to church and sat
through the service while our heart remained
in some other faraway place. How easy it is to
give charitably and maintain our membership
standing in a church, to grit our teeth and
force our way through our morning devotional
time, etc.—all external actions out of sync
with our heart’s true condition and focus.
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Again, people focus on outward things
such as church attendance, dead rituals and
g oing through the religious motions.
Meanwhile, God is gazing into our hearts.
Thankfully, he’s not standing with a clipboard
or holding a microscope over our moral
performance and measuring our sins vs.
virtuous actions ratio. No, he is checking our
spiritual pulse to see if our heart beats after
God’s own heart. Do we desire God more
than earthly things? Are we willing to sell
everything in order to purchase the field in
which lies the “pearl of great price”—Jesus
and the Kingdom (Matt 13:45-56)?
The true scandal is that many whose
outward actions and appearances, religious
affiliations and lack of devotion, seem to
betray a lack of faith or good standing in
Christian circles, may actually be some of the
purest in heart—those best able to truly see
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the God revealed in Jesus! On the other hand,
many dutiful churchgoers who logged many
hours volunteering at church will hear Jesus say
at the Judgment, “I never knew you; depart
from me” (Matt 7:23). But the very people we
may never find sitting in a church pew on
Sunday may be traveling their own long and
circuitous route that ultimately leads to pure
hearted worship of the Christ.
Let’s take another look at the Magi
from the East who had no business being part
of this Jewish story, but who nevertheless can
teach us something about what it means to be
“pure in heart.”
“After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea,
during the time of King Herod, Magi from the
east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the
one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw
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his star when it rose and have come to worship
him” (Matt 2:1-2).
The so-called “Three Wise Men” likely
came from Persia and were Astrologers
(so metimes tr a n sla ted a s “M a gi” o r
“soothsayer”), a practice condemned by God
(see e.g., Exod 20:3, 4; Deut 18:10–12; 2 Kings
23:5; Zeph 1:5; Amos 5:25–27; Acts 7:40–43).
They could have been of the Persian priestly
caste of Zoroastrianism who paid particular
attention to the stars. Outwardly, they were
unlikely worshipers: non-Jewish priests of
another religion, dabbling in dark and
forbidden arts. Yet, inwardly their hearts were
drawn to the King of Kings and Lord of
Lords even by unorthodox means. Their
spiritual openness and sincere seeking led them
to the Savior where they saw the face of God
in the infant’s eyes.
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The magi showed a purity of
commitment, or singleness of heart, in their
willingness to travel hundreds of miles on a
risk-filled journey from the East. They stayed
the course until they found the One. They
fixed their eyes on the star that would end up
fixing their eyes on Christ, the author and
perfecter of faith (Heb 12:1-2).
Do you think these these guys would
be welcome in our churches if they showed up
this Christmas Eve to worship Christ? I
suspect these ouija board playing, crystal ball
rubbing, tarot card reading visitors would be
brushed off and awkwardly avoided if they
showed up. They certainly would not be
invited to come forward to play a central role
in the service.
But should we be surprised if the
church usher looks at outward appearances,
while God sees into their heart? God looks
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inside the heart of such visitors and often
finds a pure devotion and sincere openness—
even if their outward affiliations and religious
sensibilities may offend and need some
tweaking.
Still, the greatest gift the magi bring to
the story is not Frankincense, gold and myrrh;
but the gift of childlike wonder and spiritually
enlightened eyes that can see God and his
fingerprints in every thing! God has placed
little signposts or signatures of himself all over
creation—in nature, in other people, in
Scripture, in worship and in the sacraments.
G. M. Hopkins said, “The world is charged
with the grandeur of God” and that includes
the starlit sky over Bethlehem.
Here’s the problem: a divided heart will
begin to divide reality into God-space and
secular space, sacred days and ordinary days.
Suddenly we’ve relegated God to that holy
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building where we expect to find him one day
a week. No wonder we don’t see God MondayFriday in everyday spaces.
But what if we purify our hearts, and
begin to look for God everywhere at all times?
We might start seeing God in the sunrise and
sunset; in the gently falling snow and the
violent thunderstorm; in the smile of a lover
and the suffering of a brother; in a loaf of
bread and cup of grape juice—even in the
stars above! The Psalmist was preparing us for
the magi’s appearance when he sang:
The heavens proclaim the glory of God.
The skies display his craftsmanship.
Day after day they continue to speak;
night after night they make him known.
They speak without a sound or word;
their voice is never heard.
Yet their message has gone throughout the earth,
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and their words to all the world.
(Psalm 19:1-4)
This Christmas let us all ask God for
the gift of undivided hearts and spiritual eyes
that search the heavens above and the earth
below for the face of God hidden in plain
sight. “For Christ plays in ten thousand places”
(G.M. Hopkins), but his favorite place to play
is the outer chambers of every human heart
that is willing—single-mindedly—to prepare
him room. And Heaven and nature sing
joyously when magi and mall clerks alike come
to see God in the most unexpected of places.
Blessed are the Ouija board players
whose hands keep moving around the board
until they spell ‘Christ.’
Blessed are the horoscope readers who
discover their true destiny is written not in the
stars, but in the Lamb’s Book of Life.
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Blessed are the crystal ball consulters
who realize their future is secure in Christ
—“an inheritance that is kept in heaven for
you, pure and undefiled, beyond the reach of
change and decay” (1 Pet 1:4).
Blessed are all pure-hearted pagans
who seek God with the tools they’ve been
given; blessed not because they’re pagans, but
because they’re sincere seekers who are also
willing to be found.
Blessed are all the undivided hearts
who carry God-binoculars around their necks
at all times, for they will see God in even in the
deepest thicket and darkest valleys. Yes,
Jeremiah was given this 6th Beatitude of
Bethlehem 600 years before Christ proclaimed
it: “If you look for me wholeheartedly, you will
find me” (Jer 29:13). So, what are we waiting
for? What are we looking for? Let’s open our
eyes and keep those God-binoculars handy!
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9
Blessed is the Prince of
Peacemakers

T

his Christmas, more than presents
under a tree, we need the presence
of the Prince of Peace to take up

residence in our hearts and homes. As I drove
home from the church at midnight the other
day, after some quiet time reading by
candlelight, I was overcome by emotion
pondering the lyrics of some of the traditional
Christmas hymns. The one that always chokes

91

me up is “O Little Town of Bethlehem.” The
first four lines are serene and peaceful:
O little town of Bethlehem
How still we see thee lie
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep
The silent stars go by
So far, so good—all is calm and all is bright in
the first four lines. Many cooped up parents
could use a deep and dreamless sleep about
now. Then the key shifts to minor and the
darkness of 2020 punches us in the gut as we
sing of this present darkness:
Yet in thy dark streets shineth
The everlasting Light
The hopes and fears of all the years
Are met in thee tonight
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As I drove under the streetlights of my
town, I began to sing “O Little Town of
Minneapolis” and replayed images of burning
streets filled with violence and chaos from
earlier this summer in the aftermath of the
death of George Floyd by police offers.
There’s been very little stillness in our streets
and hearts this past year. And I don’t blame
anyone for asking God, Where is that
Everlasting Light we long to see shineth into
the dark streets?
Still, the line that never fails to send a
knot into my stomach and tears to my eyes is,
“The hopes and fears of all the years are met
in thee tonight.” Have you ever seen a
swearing pastor, screaming at God while
singing along to Nat King Cole outside a
Holiday gas station? Well, it happened this
week. A surge of righteous indignation at all
the world’s evil and brokenness erupted. A
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tidal wave of the world’s collective weariness
pounded against my chest. The floodgates of
hope-prolonged gave way to a torrent of tears
as I drove by Culvers trying to craft the perfect
Christmas Eve sermon to speak to how Christ
came into this world to address “the hopes and
fears of all the years.”
With Nat King Cole’s peaceful
crooning in the background, I morphed into
Isaiah the prophet for a moment as I screamed
at God through tears: “If only you would
tear the heavens open and come down, so
that mountains would quake at your
presence” (Isaiah 64:1)! What are you
waiting for, O Lord? This year we need that
thrill of hope that can make a weary world
rejoice—to quote another song. We join with
the saints in Heaven in crying out: "How long,
Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge
the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our
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blood” (Rev 6:10)? If only you would tear the
heavens open and come down, and let our
mountain-sized fear and exhaustion quake and
quiver at your presence!
This Christmas we need more than a
sermon, more than words, more than a heartwarming thought that will dissipate by
Christmas morning. We need the gift of
Christ’s peace to fill our hearts—not a
sentimental idea of peace, but a lived and
deeply felt reality of Christ’s abiding presence.
This brings us to the final Beatitude of
Bethlehem: “Blessed are the peacemakers,
for they will be called the children of God”
(Matt 5:9).
When it comes to peacemaking, there’s
no question who takes center stage in the
nativity story. The shepherds were the first to
hear of the great gift this child was born to
give:
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Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host
appeared with the angel, praising God and saying,
“Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth
PEACE to those on whom his favor rests” (Luke
2:13-14).
Jesus brings peace on the first day of his
earthly life, and he leave peace with his
disciples on the last day of his life saying:
“PEACE I leave with you; MY PEACE I
give you. I do not give to you as the world gives.
Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be
afraid” (John 14:27).
Let us ponder this peace that bookends
Jesus’ life and ministry this Christmas. How
can we move from merely sermonizing about
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it, to seizing and savoring it as a lived reality in
our day to day life?
First, we need to remember that the
peace the Bible is far more than just the absence
of conflict; the peace Jesus speaks of is the
presence of divine harmony, wholeness, stability
and a deep restfulness. The Hebrew word is
shalom and points back to God’s original
creative work of establishing order by taming
the primordial waters of the deep. He “rested”
on the seventh day, not because he was tired
and needed a nap, but because this “rest”
speaks to the deeper shalom that comes by
living under God’s good reign and in a world
cooperating with God’s good order.
Of course, the world as we often
experience it, is not cooperating with God.
Many places and people are in active rebellion
against God and His divine order. So, Jesus
was born into a spiritual battle, and his
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ministry aimed at establishing a beachhead of
Kingdom peace in the middle of a cosmic
battlefield. The Beatitudes of Bethlehem, and
Sermon on the Mount as a whole, are the
marching orders and constitution of this
Kingdom colony. The church of Christ is
called to offer the world a foretaste of the
coming Kingdom when Christ returns to
“make all things new” (Rev. 21:5).
In the interval between Christ’s first
advent and his second advent, one of the key
tasks of the church is to show a hostile and
conflict-ridden world how to make peace with
one another. Blessed are the peacemakers, for
they are the spitting image of their heavenly
Father. Woe to those who cause division and
stir up conflict, for they show that they are
children of another father (cf. John 8:44).
Second, before we can get busy being
peacemakers in this peace-deprived world, we
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first need the Prince of Peace to bring peace to
our own restless and war torn souls. Let’s
compare two people for a moment and ask
you which one you want to emulate. The first
can be seen driving free and unfettered,
through the streets of town, with money in the
bank and a full stomach. He’s enjoying a
comfortable suburban life and on his way
home to a loving family, a warm bed and a soft
pillow. Still, he’s full of angst and screaming at
God.
The second person is sitting in his own
filth on a cold and damp dungeon floor, with
shackles on his bruised and bloody ankles, no
pillow for his head and a hungry belly. He’s far
removed from every earthly comfort and
loving friends. Yet his face is serene and his
heart is calm, as a song of praise and
thanksgiving goes up from his parched lips.
One of these two has the peace of Christ
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inhabiting their soul and ruling in their heart,
and the other is literally writing and preaching
this sermon to himself this Christmas! If you
haven’t guessed it yet, the other pastor is the
Apostle Paul who wrote some of the most
amazing words about the peace of Christ and
the secret to being content in every situation
while in a “lock-down” far worse than ours
during this global pandemic.
I would like us to imagine ourselves
back into a dark, first century Roman prison
cell where Paul is celebrating Christ’s birth by
writing a “Christmas letter” to a beleaguered
church in need of encouragement. I want to
introduce you again to Marcus, the Roman
soldier tasked with standing guard over Paul
day and night in his lockdown. Marcus is as
baffled as I am at the depth of the peace Paul
enjoys despite his miserable circumstances. I
have stumbled upon Marcus’s private journal,
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where he has left a written record of his time
with the apostle. Let’s open it up and read
some excerpts to see if we can find the secret
to Paul’s peace:
There he goes again! Listen to this madman singing
his songs of praise from this putrid place…singing
from one of the Jewish Psalms I believe:
Rejoice in the Lord always;
again I say rejoice!
Rejoice in the Lord always;
again I say rejoice!
But where is this Lord he rejoices in over and over
again? His Lord seems to have abandoned him in
this dark, rat-infested cell where he’ll likely face
execution in the end. Still he sings. Were it not for
the iron shackles and a guard posted at the door,
you would think he was the freest man on earth!
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For several weeks I have been trying to make
sense of his unsinkable joy and ever-present peace.
Bored myself, from long hours standing guard by
this apparently harmless jailbird, I decided to pass
the time by assuming the role of a detective trying
to uncover the mysterious source of Paul’s
contentment. Fortunately, the explanation was not
far away. For when he was not singing and
rejoicing, or receiving occasional visitors from among
the local Christian sect, he was busy with his letters.
Those letters are his pride and joy, his sole
passion and preoccupation. From what I can see,
sending and receiving these letters is the thing that
sustains him. So, playing the detective one day, I
decided to sneak a peak at one of the letters while
he was away from his cell for a rare bath. The
answer I was seeking stared me right in the face in
the first section I read:
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“I have learned to be content whatever the
circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and
I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the
secret of being content in any and every situation,
whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty
or in want” (Phil 4:11-12).
Boy, was that an accurate statement! Paul’s secret is
stated simply and clearly in the next sentence:
“I can do everything through the Messiah Jesus,
who gives me strength” (v. 13).
Wow! He claims to be getting his strength from that
Jewish prophet who was crucified 20 some odd years
ago! Madness! This guy is completely nuts! But I
had to keep reading:
“Do not be anxious about anything, but in every
situation, by prayer and petition, with
thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And
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the peace of God, which transcends all
understanding, will guard your hearts and your
minds in Christ Jesus” (Phil 4:6-7).
There’s that phrase again—“the peace of
God.” Every time he uses it I can’t help but
wonder if he’s subtly trying to mock and upstage
Caesar whose imperial slogan is all about “the
peace of Rome” and is celebrated throughout the
empire on plaques, statues, monuments, coins and
other imperial propaganda. The Nazarene's
followers hailed him “The Prince of Peace” and
now his most vocal supporter, twenty years later,
writes about a certain kind of peace stemming from
this Jesus that exceeds all understanding. He writes
about the peace of God that flows like a stream
from the headwaters of trusting prayer! Then he
sings and tells others about a peace that is capable
of washing away worry and flooding out anxiety.
And if the stories circulating about the crucified
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Jew are true, this peace is even capable of calming a
raging sea to rescue his disciples from peril.
I scrolled my eyes further up the papyrus roll
and continued. The next line jumped off the page
—as it seemed to be a direct jab at me as the one
ordered to stand guard over Paul day and night.
Listen to the sly dog: “Then his peace will
stand guard over your hearts and minds as
you live in Christ Jesus” (Phil 4:7). Did you
catch that? Every single hour of every single day for
the past several months, I thought I was standing
guard over Paul.
Paul sees things quite differently. He sees the
Peace of Jesus standing guard over his heart and
mind—always on duty fighting back worry and
anxiety, discouragement and doubt that threaten to
break in and steal his peace. More intriguing is
that he speaks about this peace of as if it were…
um…well…how should I put this…as if this
peace were a person! As I pondered this thought, I
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began to have an eery feeling that there has been
more than just the two of us inside this little cell all
these months.
I was still holding Paul’s letter when he
appeared with the other guard catching me reading
his mail. “What do you think? Is it ready to
send?” he said with a wry smile. I decided it was
finally time to shoot straight and just ask him to
explain himself—the secret to his contentment, the
source of his ever-present peace. He listened
patiently as I demanded an explanation. He smiled
compassionately and reached up toward the papyrus
in my hand, and pointed to four simple words that
held the secret to his inner peace:

“The Lord is Near!”
“The Lord is near, Marcus!” Paul said with a
countenance glowing like the sun. “I can focus on
everything good thing that lies beyond my reach in
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here, or I can embrace the precious gift that can
never be taken from me. Why should I worry about
all the earthly comforts I lack, when all I need
stands so near to me. The Lord is near, Marcus.
The Lord is near. In fact, the Lord is here; he is
always with me.”
I stood there pondering his heartfelt testimony.
He believed every word, and would live every
minute of every day drawing strength and comfort
from the Peace of Christ’s presence he believes
shares his cell with. Then he asked me, “Do you
know what the prophet Isaiah prophesied
concerning Jesus many centuries before his birth?”
“Of course I don't,” I replied. He went to recite by
memory the ancient prophecy:
Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign:
The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and
will call him Immanuel” (Isa 7:14; cf. Matt
1:22-23).
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“Marcus, the greatest gift ever given to this world is
found in that wonderful name—Immanuel,” Paul
said.
“What does it mean?” I asked. Paul didn’t
answer. He was deep in thought as the sun set
outside the small hole-like window of the dungeon,
and darkness once again devoured the apostle’s frail
frame. After lighting the oil lamp on the wall
outside the door, I watched as Paul’s shadowy figure
assumed once again that oh-so-familiar posture. On
his knees, he turned his head and eyes upward,
opened his palms as to receive another shot of that
invisible strength and peace from above. His face
shone inexplicably and a palpable peace fell over
him like a warm blanket in a cold breeze. He
finally spoke:
“The Lord is near!”
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“Peace is a person, Marcus, and his name is
Immanuel."
“Immanuel, O sweet Immanuel—it means ‘God is
with us!’”
And if God is Immanuel—always with me—then
nothing can separate me from the love of Christ.
My task is simply to let the peace of Christ’s
presence have full reign over my heart moment by
moment; and let the peace of Christ stand guard
over my thoughts and feelings just as you stand
guard over my body.
For who will separate me from the love of
Christ? Will trouble, or distress, or persecution, or
famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword?For I am
convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels,
nor heavenly rulers, nor things that are present, nor
things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth,
nor anything else in creation will be able to separate
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me from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord”
(Romans 8). Peace is a person, Marcus, and his
name of Jesus.
Christmas offers more than heartwarming words and sappy sentimentality.
Christmas is the invasion of Heavenly Peace
coming to take up residence in a human souls.
Christmas is more than presents under a tree,
but the presence of the Prince of Peace standing guard
over our hearts and minds. You see, God answered
Isaiah’s prayer 2,000 years ago when, in the
town of Bethlehem, God ripped open the
heavens and came down into a war torn world
so we could receive Christ and sleep in
Heavenly peace.
Blessed are the peacemakers, yes. But
even more blessed are those who know the
Prince of Peacemakers personally and, like
Paul, enjoy his peace-giving presence
110

continuously. Now let us heed our calling as
the children of God and go bring this peace to
others!
“Let the peace that comes from Christ rule in your
hearts. For as members of one body you are called to
live in peace. And always be thankful” (Col. 3:15).
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Afterword

T

he messages in this book are
timeless, but were written and, in
some cases, preached during Advent

of 2020 in the midst of a very unsettled time.
Our world was suffering through a global
pandemic, and our nation was being rocked by
a level of political division and civil
restlessness we haven’t seen in generations.
Pastoring and preaching in such times
is a difficult yet honorable challenge. I have
tried to let my main message be a call to
allegiance to the upside-down Kingdom of
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Jesus and his countercultural politics, above
any earthly political loyalties.
In these days, I pray Christians of from
all nations and of all political stripes will have
the eyes to see and ears to hear all the
surprising ways God is at work today, and all
the unlikely characters are still at the center of
his Kingdom advancing mission. That first
Christmas, when all eyes were fixed on Rome,
God snuck into this world through a baby
born of an unwed teenager. Today, when all
eyes are fixed continuously on the news
coming out of Washington D.C., I suspect
many are missing where the real worldchanging activity is secretly underway.
In God’s Kingdom-advancing mission,
the blessed aren’t the power-wielding, headline
grabbing politicians and heads of state in the
news. Rather, as we have discovered: Blessed
are the poor and outcasts of society. Blessed
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are the emotional wrecks who deal with their
brokenness. Blessed are the underachievers
who aren’t ashamed to mooch off of God.
Blessed are the fed up and frustrated with all
the injustice of the world. Blessed are those
rendered speechless when faced with God’s
overwhelming mercy and grace. Blessed are
those who belong to the wrong religious club,
but whose sincere seeking nevertheless leads
them to Christ. And blessed are those who
know the Prince of Peace who brings peace to
our restless hearts and, by whose blood, all
sinners can now enjoy eternal “peace with
God” (Rom 5:1).
On Christmas Eve 2020, we gathered
outside the chapel in subzero temps under the
stars that decorated Christ’s birth. In the midst
of a global pandemic, we were not able to
gather inside together. Still we came, the few
but faithful, to receive the Holy Eucharist
114

while trembling in the cold, and perhaps
trembling with some anxiety in these uncertain
days.
The cold wind made us mindful of
God’s warm love. The twinkling lights
reminded us that “the light shines in the
darkness and the darkness has not overcome
it” (John 1:5). A fresh blanket of snow
preached the gospel according to Isaiah 1:18:
“Though your sins be as scarlet, [because of
Christ’s coming] they shall be as white as
snow.” We savored the Bread and the Cup as
Christ’s gift to sustain the church in the long
interval between His two advents—his coming
to Bethlehem as an infant Savior and his
coming again someday as Judge and King.
The solemn moment was not without
its levity and earthiness as well. Just 10 minutes
before our communion service was to start,
someone accidentally drove off with the only
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key to the sacristy where we had the
communion elements prepared. Thinking
quickly on our feet, we raided the Sunday
school treat closet in search of something
bread-like. So, just as animals hallowed the
holy child in the manger that first Christmas,
so we had animal crackers serving as the body
of Christ for our Christmas communion. O
Holy Night! O Scandalous night!
In -10 degrees windchill we celebrated
how Christ came down from the warmth of
Heaven into a cold and dark world in the
incarnation to meet us weak and wounded
sinners where we’re at. He then invited us to
embrace the upward call of discipleship in the
Kingdom. Standing on the chapel steps with a
brisk wind freezing my nostrils, I preached my
first ever 3-minute sermon! I spoke of the
upward call from Phil 3:13 and then concluded
the Beatitudes of Bethlehem series by inviting
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the faithful to walk up cold and icy steps to
receive the Christmas Eucharist.
Each step was marked by one of the
beatitudes—realities of the Kingdom to press
on toward. We each walked slowly, a silent
prayer on every step for more of the Kingdom
to be manifest in our lives this New Year.
But why is it an upward calling? For
starters, we are called to fix our minds on
“things above” where Christ is “seated” and
pursue heavenly priorities over earthly
preoccupations. Yet, you may have noticed we
have left out one of the beatitudes so far
—“blessed are the persecuted” (Matt 5:10). This was
mainly because Christ as the prince of
peacemakers was a fitting climax to end this
series on.
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Steps of St. Martin’s By-the-Lake Chapel,
Minnetonka Beach, Minnesota
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Still, the Beatitudes of Bethlehem
invite us to an “upward call” that often feels
like an uphill battle or upstream swim against
the cultural currents. As we choose to embrace
the countercultural ethics of the upside-down
Kingdom, we will quickly find ourselves at
odds with the ways and values of this dog-eatdog world. Our pursuit of Jesus-shaped
kingdom justice/righteousness will eventually
collide with worldly agendas, and we will find
ourselves among the blessed persecuted whose
true citizenship is in Heaven. Eugene Peterson
paraphrases Jesus’ words as follows:
“You’re blessed when your commitment to God
provokes persecution. The persecution drives you
even deeper into God’s kingdom. Not only that—
count yourselves blessed every time people put you
down or throw you out or speak lies about you to
discredit me. What it means is that the truth is too
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close for comfort and they are uncomfortable. You
can be glad when that happens—give a cheer, even!
—for though they don’t like it, I do! And all
heaven applauds. And know that you are in good
company. My prophets and witnesses have always
gotten into this kind of trouble” (Matt 5:10-12
MSG).
So, let me conclude by inviting you to
walk (in your own imagination) up your own
sacred stairway leading to the Presence of
Christ. Take each step slowly and prayerfully,
meditating on each Beatitude of Bethlehem as
you ascend. With each step, we join Paul in
“forgetting what lies behind and straining
forward to what lies ahead” and we “press on
toward the goal for the prize of the upward call
of God in Christ Jesus” (Phil 3:13).
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I leave the final words to Dietrich
Bonhoeffer who gave up very his life in
pursuing the upward call:
“Who among us will celebrate Christmas
correctly? Whoever finally lays down all
power, honor, all reputation, all vanity, all
arrogance, all individualism beside the
manger; whoever remains lowly and lets
God alone be high; whoever looks at the
child in the manger and sees the glory of
God precisely in his lowliness… Only the
humble believe him and rejoice that God is
so free and so marvelous that he does
wonders where people despair, that he
takes what is little and lowly and makes it
marvelous. And that is the wonder of all
wonders, that God loves the lowly…. God
is not ashamed of the lowliness of human
beings. God marches right in. He chooses
people as his instruments and performs his
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wonders where one would least expect
them. God is near to lowliness; he loves
the lost, the neglected, the unseemly, the
excluded, the weak and broken” (From
God Is In the Manger).
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