[Slide 1—on from the beginning]:  The Beatitudes
Our Beatitude study continues this week with Matthew 5:10—Blessed Are the Persecuted for Righteousness’ Sake, for Theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.

[Slide 2]:  Blessed are the Persecuted

Persecution is not a topic upon which I have preached.  And to be honest, I was not certain how to make the sermonizing of this Beatitude palatable for myself in the preparation or for the beloved people of Nutana Mennonite in the hearing.  Early on in the process I decided story telling and biblical studies would be my best way forward.  So I begin with the story of St. Alban recorded by the St. Bede the Venerable (673-735) who in the early 8th century chronicled accounts of noteworthy pioneers within the Christianity of the British Isles.
[Slide 3]:  A Picture of St. Alban
St. Alban was a prominent citizen – possibly a soldier—who lived in Roman-occupied Britain sometime in the third century.  According to the legend…Alban gave shelter to a priest fleeing persecution.  Although Alban was a non-Christian, he was touched by the piety of his guest, and after several days he asked to receive instruction and to be baptized in the Christian faith.  Aware that soldiers were in close pursuit, Alban contrived to assist the priest’s escape by exchanging clothes.  When the soldiers arrived at his house they seized Alban, dressed in the priest’s cloak, and led him bound to the judge.  Upon discovering his identity, the enraged judge declared, “Since you have chosen to conceal a sacrilegious rebel rather than surrender him to my soldiers to pay the well-deserved penalty for his blasphemy against our gods, you shall undergo all the tortures due to him if you dare to abandon the practice of our religion.”   Alban declared himself to be a Christian and willingly submitted to the judgment of the court.  He was flogged and beheaded.


Bede records that Alban’s executioner was so moved by the courage and fate of the condemned that he in turn confessed the faith and was “baptized” in the blood of his own martyrdom.  And so the principle of mercy, once enacted by Alban, set in motion an endless chain reaction, continued in the memory and the telling of his story.

One discipleship lesson I take from the story of St. Alban is that we do not know where our specific acts of kindness will lead.  On one hand, they may make us vulnerable to persecution.  On the other hand they may lead to the slow but steady conversation God is working is the hearts of others.  St. Alban was not immediately drawn to receive Christian instruction, and yet over his heart was warmed.  The executioner, trained to be dispassionate and ruthless in his profession, was moved by Alban’s witness and himself became Christian.  God only knows how our neighours, our colleagues, our children will reflect on the lives we lead.
[Slide 4]:  An Image of Righteousness
The principal of mercy—perhaps this is a good starting place as we consider persecution not just for persecution’s sake, but specifically persecution for righteousness’ sake.  As I mentioned several weeks back in my sermon on “Blessed are the merciful”, the concept of mercy is very important within Matthew’s gospel.   It is, in fact, the central beatitude of the beatitude list; likely it has this prominent place because it colours and informs all the other beatitudes.  The concept of mercy and righteousness appears very early in Matthew’s narrative.  Joseph, “being a righteous man and unwilling to expose” Mary to public disgrace resolves to separate from his betrothed when she is found to be with child.  Is Joseph labeled righteous because he is merciful?, or is mercy simply a character trait of the righteous?  Either way, the two concepts are linked in the early part of Matthew’s birth narrative.   Perhaps Jesus learned something of righteousness and mercy from his parents as he was growing up.  Maybe his parents saw this as a divine trait of their heavenly parent, the one who makes the rain to fall on the righteous and the unrighteous (Matt 5:45).  This verse from a bit later in the Sermon on the Mount underscores that God shows mercy to the righteous and unrighteous; which is a reflection of God’s righteousness.

In a negative correlation of mercy and righteousness, the Scribes and Pharisees are called out because they appear to be righteous but lack mercy.  In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus affirms that the righteousness of the disciples must exceed the righteousness of the scribes and pharisees.  Chapter 23 clarifies that the scribes and pharisees have been tithing as the regulations mandate, “and have neglected the weightier matters of the law:  justice and mercy and faith.”  Jesus continues, “It is these you ought to have practiced without neglecting the others” (Matt 23:23-24).   The external trappings of our faith are important, but without the practice of justice, mercy and trust they fall short of righteousness.  Time for another story.

[Slide 5]:  Nellie McClung
When Nellie was 23 years old, she married Wesley McClung, with whom she would raise five children. In 1911, the family moved out of rural Manitoba and into Winnipeg, where Nellie continued to fight for social change.

Nelllie joined the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) [a Methodist organization] to help stop the problems associated with alcohol abuse, and this led to a passionate interest in the women’s suffrage movement as well. In addition to the WCTU, Nellie joined several other reform groups focused on the advancing women’s suffrage movement, and became a founding member of the Political Equality League.

Nellie is most remembered for her fight to get women the vote. In 1914, she and other members of the Political Equality League staged a mock parliament which turned the tables, satirizing the dangers of allowing men the right to vote. The play was entertaining and effective; it began a turn of the tide for the government of the day in the province. In 1916, Manitoba was the first province to grant women the right to vote, and the province of Saskatchewan quickly followed.

She received criticism from all sides.  Traditionalists saw her undermining the social order.  Some feminists thought she didn’t go far enough, criticizing her “maternalistic support of the traditional family structure”.
  When a person pursues equality within society, “rightness” or “righteousness” I might say, criticism will come.
Pedro Arrupe, the highly regarded Superior General of the Society of Jesus from the late 20th century, spoke eloquently of these tensions.  “Our faith in Christ Jesus and our mission to proclaim the Gospel demand of us a commitment to promote justice and to enter into solidarity with the voiceless and the powerless”; it is a “faith that does justice”. Aruppe was aware that the Jesuits would suffer consequences for this understanding of their mission and to be prepared for criticism and even persecution.
   Maybe the righteous share some things in common regardless their religious stripe.
McClung’s story and Aruppe’s link push the pursuit of righteousness into systemic realms, and this is a discipleship lesson for us all.   It is not enough, sometimes, for us to grapple with the conversion of individual hearts; sometimes, whole systems need an overhaul.   When we engage in such action criticism will be sure to follow.  Accusations will be made of substituting politics for the gospel.  If we are to live into our beatitude of the day, we must be mindful and prepared for the resistance which will likely follow.
[Slide 6]:  Blessed are the Persecuted

Before my last story I return to biblical studies because I learned something new this week and I want to share it with others.  The term “persecute” actually has two equally plausible definitions within the New Testament which have sources in both the Hebrew bible and Greek writings informing N.T. language.   Definition one is generally what we think of when considering persecution:  one person accusing, physically accosting or expelling another person or people.  Statistically in the bible, this is the most common usage of the term.  There is another definition which connotes positive images such as “to zealously follow”, “to earnestly pursue or promote a cause”, or “to hasten”  In Philippians 3:12, for example, when Paul wrote of “pressing on towards the goal” the word he used is this term which appears as persecuted in Matthew 5.10
  I find it intriguing to consider the alternative translation as it applies to today’s beatitude, that those who earnestly pursue or follow a cause for righteousness sake are blessed.    In this understanding one need not achieve the goal, it is the zealous pursuit of righteousness, the promotion of righteousness which imparts a blessing.  This is very different than suffering images we have when we typically think of persecution.  Living into this beatitude can means committing ourselves to righteous goals which is within reach of us all.  This takes to my final story which is a recounting of our O.T. lesson.
[Slide 7]:  Fiery Furnace Painting 
King Nebuchadnezzar displays a fair bit of arrogance and pride when he builds his golden statues of 60 cubits.  60 cubits equals 90 feet, which is approximately 27.5 meters.  Interestingly 60 cubits was also the length of the temple Solomon built for God (1st Kings 6:2), the height & length of the temple Ezra rebuilt (Ezra 6:3) after the 1st temple was destroyed, and according to the Quran the height of Adam (Sahih Bukhari Volume 4, Book 55, Number 543).  Does Nebuchadnezzar view himself as the new Jewish temple?  Does the writer of Daniel understand in his actions that Nebuchadnezzar is seeking to replace the temple and assigns the statue, whatever its real height, this curious number of 60 cubits?  Does Nebuchadnezzar view himself as the New Adam?  We do not know.   The upshot is that he needed to melt a lot of gold and get some sturdy lead moulding to keep all that lovely gold in place while it cooled.   To reinforce comparison with the Jewish temples, Nebuchadnezzar has the semblance of music played calling his subjects to worship.  From here I fast forward to the conversation between Nebuchadnezzar and Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego.  Nebuchadnezzar threatens the three young men, and they respond:
[Slide 8]:  Text of Daniel 3:17

“If our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire and out of your hand, O king, let God deliver us.  But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods, and we will not worship the golden statue that you set up.”  The three lads destined for the fiery furnace are not certain that their God will deliver them.  For them, deliverance is not the central question.   Faithful to their God, a striving after faithfulness, is their chief concern.   In the cheeky words of 1st century martyr St. Justin to the Roman emperor on the verge of being beheaded, “You can kill us but you cannot do us any real harm.”
  
[Slide 9]:  St. Justin Quote

This story found in the book of Daniel suggests several lines of righteous living for me. With so many gold-plated gods in our land, we are summoned to pursue faithfulness to God in the midst of them.  This may land us in fiery places, or maybe just plain fired, but when the unethical pipers pipe we have a choice not to dance.  The bottom line of the business is not the real bottom line.   Financial or political survival at the expense of utilizing unjust or dishonest practices simply isn’t worth it.  Those following Christ are invited to blessings of a different sort.  This should be in the back of our minds when we fill out expense reimbursement forms, pay employees or steward the land.


Secondly, the fiery furnace episode, and the book of Daniel more broadly, point to the significance of the stories we tell.  Regardless of the book’s date of composition the book of Daniel was written for a people living under occupation.  It was written as encouragement to remain faithful in an alien world.   The stories we tell ourselves, tell our children, tell in church have the power to shape our behaviour.  It is this reality, in part, which convicted me of a more story-telling sermon this morning.
[Slide 10]:  Text from Daniel 9

Lastly, this story of the Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego is helpfully placed along side the prayer of Daniel which appears a few chapters later.  “Righteousness is on your side, O Lord…We do not present our supplication before you on the ground of our righteousness, but the ground of your great mercies.  O lord, hear; O lord, forgive; O Lord…do not delay!”   To this point I have spoken largely of our striving after righteousness.  The truth of the matter is that we will often times come up short.  Our good intentions, our pursuit of Godly goals, will often be tainted in some way.  Beyond our striving for righteousness is the righteousness of God.  And we do well to remember this.  I do not consider this cheap grace.  Rather, I consider it Good News. We saints in formation must practice mercy with ourselves as we ease into the Beatitudes and other teachings of Jesus.  It is hard work and we will at times get it only half right.  Knowing that our appeals to God rest on God’s righteousness, not ours, should be balm for our souls.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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