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http://standrewspres-tbay.ca - Minister: Rev. Joyce Yanishewski
4" Sunday after Epiphany - January 29, 2023

Words of Welcome

Who do you understand to be blessed? What would be your definition of blessing?

If you are curious about how that compares to the understanding of blessing that Jesus
teaches, | invite you to join me in looking at the scripture we know as The Beatitudes.
We being with the call to worship.

Call to Worship

God calls us to seek justice:
Let Christ’s love for the poor and hungry fill the earth.

God calls us to show kindness,
Let Christ’s light shine in places
of brokenness and despair.

God calls us to walk humbly in the Spirit,
Let us join the work of the kingdom in humility and hope.

Called, blessed and inspired, let us worship God together.
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Hymn In the Bulb There is A Flower 674
1. Inthe bulb there is a flower, 2. There's a song in every silence,
in the seed, an apple tree, seeking word and melody;
in cocoons, a hidden promise: there's a dawn in every darkness,
butterflies will soon be free! bringing hope to you and me.
In the cold and snow of winter From the past will come the future;
there's a spring that waits to be, what it holds, a mystery,
unrevealed until its season, unrevealed until its season,
something God alone can see. something God alone can see.

3. In our end is our beginning,
in our time, infinity;
in our doubt there is believing,
in our life, eternity,
in our death, a resurrection,
at the last, a victory,
unrevealed until its season,
something God alone can see.

“In the bulb there is a flower,” words and music by Natalie Sleeth
© 1986 Hope Publishing Co.. All rights reserved.
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Prayers of Adoration and Confession

God of wisdom and blessing,

On this day we come into the warmth of your presence. Here we find shelter in the
strength of your promises; here we find welcome in your tender care. Grateful for the
protection you provide, thankful for the comfort of your community, we offer our praise
to you. For you give blessing when the world condemns; you bring freedom when the
culture confines.

Embrace us with your love in this hour of worship as we offer you our love in return.

God of the ages,

we confess the world’s wisdom attracts us, in advertisement and argument.
We fail to measure messages according to the wisdom in your Word.

We find calls to do justice too demanding, for the world has taught us to look
our own interests first. Forgive us, we pray. Renew us with your mercy,

so that we may walk more humbly with you and each other day by day.

Holy God, your people turn to your Word for truth and guidance in every age. Send
your Holy Spirit to inspire our understanding of your Scripture, read and interpreted
today. Help us hear the truth for our lives and our times through Christ, your Living
Word. Amen.

©The Presbyterian Church in Canada. Worship Planner. 4" Sunday after Epiphany. January 29, 2023. Year A.

Assurance of Forgiveness

Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”
Though God knows our failings, forgiveness is ours in Jesus Christ.

Rejoice and be glad for his renewing love.
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Scripture Reading Matthew 5:1-12

When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his

disciples came to him. “Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying:

% ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

* ‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.

° ‘Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.

® ‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.

" ‘Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.

8 ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.

° ‘Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.

'V ‘Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the
kingdom of heaven.

" ‘Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds
of evil against you falsely on my account. '?Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is
great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before

you. New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989 National Council of the Churches of Christ in
the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide. http:/nrsvbibles.org
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Message Blessed are...

You would think that as a Christian and a minister | would be excited when someone
tells me how blessed they are. Yet so often | hear blessing as being associated with
abundance of material goods. Not that it is wrong to feel blessed when able to afford
many of life’s wonderful opportunities and things. Maybe the challenge lies in the fact
that we see those who have little to nothing, whether stuff or opportunities, as not having
God'’s blessing on their lives. Many who talk of being blessed do not have any connection
between that and a life of faithful living...of being Christian.

#(Hashtag)blessed has become so popular on the social media platform twitter that a
new Christmas movie came out last November titled Hashtag Blessed: The Movie. So,
the thought of blessing and what that means certainly goes beyond the scope of what
we find in the Bible. This particular movie’s story line is about a woman who is busy
comparing herself to others who seem to have it all, and learns how to be thankful, as
properly a movie in the Christmas spirit is to do — well at least in the minds of viewers
that this movie is aimed at.

Much of my own cynicism comes from being tentative about those who preach from the
lens of the prosperity gospel. Meaning that you are blessed when you are blessed with
an abundance that allows you to buy what you want, live comfortably, and seemingly
judge those who can’'t make ends meet. It is sort of like, wondering what kind of
punishment God is giving those who have not lived their lives making good choices or
who haven’t managed to succeed in their work, making a good wage, again in order to
have purchasing power, or influence. Often prosperity, seen as blessing, looks down on
others. Prosperity linked with blessing sees power and prestige as having God'’s favour.

Admittedly, how many of us hasn’t questioned what someone has done to deserve being
so unlucky, or to find themselves in a downtrodden and lowly position, whether in their
families or society. If we are honest with ourselves, and paying attention, those kinds of
thoughts cross through our minds more often than we may want to admit. We begin to
think that people deserve what they get. But is that the way Jesus taught us to
understand blessing?

It is here that we turn to what is commonly known as The Beatitudes. Not only are these
some of the most well-known verses of scripture, they are also widely written about.
There are a whole host of books written as a study of this text. We like the blessed
are...words, but when we take a look at who is blessed it seems to go against what
culturally we think of as blessing.

Blessed are the poor in spirit. Blessed are those who mourn. Blessed are the meek or
humble. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.

Thinking that we are blessed when things are not going well is upside-down. How can
one be blessed when things are bad? Yet, the first four of these statements of Jesus are
about blessing in our time of need.
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The next four statements are about how we share what we have. Blessed are the
merciful. Blessed are the pure in heart. Blessed are the peacemakers. Blessed are those
who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake. Not that sharing what and who we are in
these contexts call for living in a way that is not necessarily comfortable or safe. Still it is
being willing to allow ourselves to be in places, or maybe times, of vulnerability whether
physically or emotionally.

The last statement of the beatitudes, verse 11, specifically talks about the trouble we
may find ourselves in because we try to live out our faith in Christ in ways that are not
accepted by others. It may be because our living, as is asked of us in the beatitudes,
can put us at odds with the values of the world. The beatitudes illustrate God’s favour
for those who are not powerful, those who are vulnerable and in need of help and of
God. You see the more we have, the more opportunities or material wealth, the less we
tend to think we need God.

But if it is the case, that those who are vulnerable are have God’s favour, where is the
blessing for us?

It may be helpful to understand that these words come after Jesus has spent time in the
wilderness, dealing with worldly temptations, he has begun his ministry of calling people
to abundant living through repentance. Think of this repentance as a turning toward
Jesus, toward God, and toward the work of the Holy Spirit in your life and in the world.

This is not so much about sin, though it certainly is part of recognizing sin in our lives,
who we are and how we fall short, but it is also and maybe more so, about how we live
in the knowledge that there is a God that loves us and not only us, but all people. People
who are from a different country or culture. People who are of a different gender,
sexuality, socio-economic status, colour or faith tradition.

At this point in the story, Jesus has called the first disciples and begins to teach them
and in turn those in the crowd listening in on the conversation. The words of the
Beatitudes are important because these statements introduce us to the central themes
in the Gospel of Matthew. These words tell us what the kingdom of heaven is all
about...what the kingdom of heaven looks like. These words tell us what are the signs
of the kingdom of heaven and what it means about how we live in the world. How, as
Christians we move and live and have our being in the world, then and now, takes on a
whole other understanding of what abundance looks like, who is favoured, who is loved,
then what one might realize.

Chapter 4 of Matthew, the words of which come just before The Beatitudes, is about how
Jesus started his ministry. Particularly verse 23 says, “Jesus went throughout Galilee,
teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and curing
every disease and every sickness among the people.”

Jesus’ priorities were teaching, preaching and healing. He was with the people in need.
Even in this moment, Jesus was among people who were facing the struggle of living
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under Roman occupation. Their lives were not lives of material abundance or power.
These are people who are poor in spirit, who mourn, not just those who have died that
they love, but mourn their loss of home and country. These are people who are meek,
they have no power. These are people who hunger and thirst for real food and drink.

In this they are told that God sees them, knows their struggle, pain, and loss and is with
them. Not only that, but they are called to see that in others, knowing that regardless of
their circumstance they do have something to offer. They can offer caring and
compassion. They can bring words of comfort and challenge into their sphere of
influence that can bring about change for others. There is also the acknowledgement
that to do so is not easy.

But doing all of this, living in the recognition of God’s grace and love, allows us to live
into that in our own lives, being a witness to others of God’s grace and love, and in turn
impacting the world.

This can be especially true when we are people gathered together as a community of
grace and compassion. A community that seeks the well-being of others, welcoming
them into our midst, but also going out to bring grace and compassion, as well as
speaking and acting for justice for those who are most vulnerable. This is what the church
is called to be.

In my own experience, each of the churches | am working with are going through a time
of transition. The stories are different as are the people. The Beatitudes formed the core
of Jesus ministry. What would transpire in our congregations is those statements
became core...central to our understanding of how God is asking us to be the church in
the world, on whatever street we are planted? How would that change what we focused
on, how we spent our money?

Looking to Jesus’ example of teaching, preaching, and healing, restoring people to
wholeness, is important as we listen for and observe what is emerging among who we
are as God'’s people in this moment in the history of our congregation. God is still present
and at work in the world. There is opportunity for us to join that activity.

May all that we do in the coming days, weeks, and months lead us to living out our faith
in ways that help others experience the presence of God intellectually and in their bodies,
the physical bodies, with real needs. May they come to know God in their lives through
us, and in so doing may our own faith be strengthened, renewed, and our relationship
with God, with ourselves, and with others be brought to wholeness. Blessed
are...Blessed are the people of God who reach out in love, grace, and compassion.

In Christ, through the power of the Holy Spirit, and the love of God. Amen.

Prayers of the People

Blessed are you, most holy God,
for you give release to the captives and food to the hungry.
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Bless us as we hunger and thirst for your justice and righteousness.
May all who are needy find their hope in you.

Compassionate God, we thank you for your mercy.

You give pardon for our sin and call us to forgive others.

Embrace with your renewing grace those who are resentful or discouraged.
Help us serve as instruments of reconciliation when discord or conflict arises.

Righteous God, we thank you for your justice.

You watch over all who suffer and empower your people to act for good.

Bless the work of our church and its partners

to advocate for justice and dignity in our communities and in your world.

Keep safe all who live under threat of violence or struggle for life’'s necessities.

Caring God, we thank you for your comfort.

You strengthen us when we are weak and pick us up when we fall.

Bless us as we support and care for one another in this community.

Surround all who mourn with the warmth of your love and the light of our hope
in Christ Jesus.

God of new life, we give you thanks for your enlivening Spirit.

You give courage to the persecuted and inspire the weary.

Bless us as we strive to make a difference as a community in Christ’s name.

Unite your Church by the power of your Holy Spirit,

and strengthen our common witness with the gifts you offer us through Jesus Christ.
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And now we gather our prayers into one voice and pray as Jesus taught;

Lord’s Prayer

Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be
done on earth as in heaven. Give us today our daily bread. Forgive us our sins
as we forgive those who sin against us. Save us from the time of trial and deliver
us from evil. For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are yours now and
forever. Amen.

Invitation to the offering

The prophet Micah declared that God calls us to do justice, love kindness and walk
with humble hearts. So we offer our gifts humbly, trusting God will use them and us
for kind and just purposes in the world God loves.
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If you consider St. Andrew’s your church, regardless of where you live, would like to
learn more about St. Andrew’s, get involved in our ministry and work, or make a
donation toward the life and ministry of St. Andrew’s Presbyterian, in Thunder Bay visit
our website at http://standrewspres-tbay.ca
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Hymn Blest Are They 624

1. Blest are they, the poor in spirit;
theirs is the kingdom of God.
Blest are they, full of sorrow;
they shall be consoled.

Refrain
Rejoice and be glad!
Blessed are you; holy are you!
Rejoice and be glad!
Yours is the Kingdom of God!

2. Blest are they, the lowly ones;
they shall inherit the earth.
Blest are they, who hunger and thirst;
they shall have their fill.

Refrain

3. Blest are they who show mercy;
mercy shall be theirs.
Blest are they, the pure of heart;
they shall see God!

Refrain

4. Blest are they who seek peace;
they are the children of God.
Blest are they who suffer in faith,
the glory of God is theirs.

Refrain

5. Blest are you who suffer hate
all because of me.
Rejoice and be glad—yours is the kingdom—
shine for all to see.

Refrain
Text: Matthew 5:3-12; David Haas, b.1957, © 1985, GIA Publications, Inc.
All rights reserved. Annual License with podcasting OneLicense.net A-723877

Benediction

May the God of justice strengthen your will to serve.
May the Christ of compassion inspire your heart to love.
May the Holy Spirit walk with you in wisdom this day and always
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