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St. Mary of the Angels      Sunday OT 6 C     2.17.19
Jeremiah 17:5-8;    I Corinthians 15:12, 16=20;     Luke 6:17, 20-26
My Brothers and Sisters,
Last summer, Scandinavia experienced a terrible drought, beginning in early May and lasting well into August.  Of course, vacationers and tourists loved the long, warm sunny days by the sea, but, by the time I had arrived in mid-June, the grass had already withered and died, willows and birches were shedding their crinkled leaves, and the stately, green Norwegian pines covering hills and mountain fells, one after another, were turning brown.  And, most sadly, farmers had to kill their cattle, years too early, because they had no grain to feed them.
Nature needs water to live.
Both Jeremiah and the Psalmist today contrast trees that grow by streams of water to those that do not.  The former can weather drought, remain green, and still bear fruit; the latter cannot.
What water is to nature, God’s indwelling presence is to us.  God dwells within each one of us as a life-giving stream, nourishing our personality and making our work fruitful.  When Jesus speaks of the “Kingdom of Heaven” or “The Reign of God” he is referring, primarily, to this divine indwelling presence.  As conscious awareness of this presence within us grows, so too, does our experience of heaven and of God’s reign. As poet Mary Oliver challenged, “Unless you believe that heaven is very near, how will you find it?” (“The Faces of Deer”)
When, in today’s Gospel, Jesus says, “Blessed are you who are poor” and “Woe to you who are rich” Jesus is not talking so much about material poverty and material wealth as that inner space being opened, emptied, and enlarged so as to be increasingly filled with God.
When Jesus says, “Blessed are you” he is simply saying, “You are fortunate.”  When he says, “Woe to you” he is saying sadly, “I’m sorry. You are unfortunate.”  He is making statements about our condition, our state of being. We are fortunate to the extent that we allow our God-space within to be emptied and enlarged for God.  We are unfortunate when we are so preoccupied with our work, when we spend so much time taking care of our belongings, when our lives are so cluttered with anxieties, when our day is so filled with noise and news, that we have no space for God and no time to nourish awareness of his presence, both without and within.  
Now, I must be careful how I use language here.  Poverty in itself is not a blessing.  Frequently, poverty points to injustices that must be addressed and corrected.  So, too, wealth in itself is not a curse.  But, in order for wealth to be a blessing, it does need to be used or shared with those in need.  Then, wealth can be a blessing for those who give and those who receive.
Let me express these beatitudes and woes in another way.
These days, we are all aware of fake news and real news, though sometimes, it is hard to know which is which.  We need fact checkers to point out the fake from the real.  So, too, we live in a fake world and a real world.  And we need careful discernment to know what is fake and what is real
The fake world, as St. Ignatius pointed out, is built on pride, power and privilege – and usually wealth is the enabler of this world.
The real world, on the other hand, is built on love, compassion and humility – and a spirit of poverty nourishes this world.
Some two thousand years ago, the Holy Trinity sent the second person, Jesus, into our fake world to proclaim the good news of the real world, which he called “The Kingdom (or, reign) of God.  Where we glimpse the real world, (and, we only glimpse it here and there) hunger is satisfied, joy is found in sorrow, and justice does make inroads against injustice.
But, it is only through the power of God working in and through our acknowledged poverty that the Reign of God can grow.
Mary understood this when, glimpsing the future, she could see that, through her and in her, God was casting down rulers from their thrones and lifting up the lowly, that  “The hungry he has filled with good things; the rich he has sent away empty.” (Lk.1:52, 53)  She saw God’s plan to turn everything upside down!
And, as we heard three Sundays ago, when Jesus made his inaugural address in the synagogue in Nazareth, he affirmed that his mission was “to bring glad tidings to the poor … to proclaim liberty to captives … sight to the blind … to let the oppressed go free.” (Lk. 4: 18).
In other words, Jesus was revealing to his town people, to his disciples, and to us now a God who, though loving everyone, has a special place in his heart for those who are hungry, sorrowful, and persecuted.  God’s primary attention and focus is on them, -- and, hopefully, on us who stand with the poor.
Though the fake world is more obvious, seemingly more powerful, and has its attractions, it will not last.  In a very hidden way, the real world of God’s reign is growing – oh so slowly, true! -- but it will last forever.  Every day, we have to make choices in which world we plant our feet and use our energy.  In the fake world, the trees will die for lack of life-giving grace.  In the real world, we will see a fruitfulness that will satisfy our soul, bring joy to our spirit, and feed our brothers and sisters.
Real or fake?
Blessing or woe?
Fortunate or unfortunate?
Where do we stand?
Where do we want to stand?
How will we open up ourselves so as to receive more God’s indwelling richness, the only richness that makes God’s reign of love and compassion grow in fruitfulness? 
As always, we can begin, as Indian Jesuit Tony de Mello used to say, with these three qualities:
Awareness, awareness, awareness --
awareness of God within us, the living water, who keeps revealing to those who have eyes to see, the real world of the Kingdom of God growing slowly and silently in our midst. 
