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January 29, 2017, 4th Sunday after Epiphany 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: God blesses us to be a blessing to others. 

The other evening, Nikki and I turned on Netflix and watched Disney’s animated Hunchback of 

Notre Dame.  I remember that I first watched it when I was in grade school, and my sister and I 

collected all the Burger King puppets of the major characters.  I loved the movie back then, but 

I’m not sure I quite fully understood it at the time.  For being a kids’ animated movie, 

Hunchback is quite controversial.  As Wikipedia says, the movie “has many themes, including 

infanticide, lust, damnation, and sin,” not to mention the themes of racial and ethnic tension and 

controversial portrayals of Christianity. Compared to other animated Disney classics like 

Cinderella, Beauty and the Beast, or in more recent times Frozen, this movie aims high and 

packs a moral punch. 

One of those punches is when Esmerelda, a gypsy whose life is threatened by the authorities for 

basically just being a gypsy and being a woman, seeks safety in Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris.  

She sings a prayer called “God Help the Outcasts.”  In the chorus, a number of well-to-do folks 

in the cathedral sing their own prayer.  It goes like this: 

I ask for wealth 

I ask for fame 

I ask for glory to shine on my name  

I ask for love I can possess  

I ask for God and His angels to bless me  

Esmerelda responds with her prayer: 

I ask for nothing 

I can get by 

But I know so many 

Less lucky than I 

Please help my people 

The poor and downtrod 

I thought we all were 

The children of God 

God help the outcasts 

Children of God!  

The song “God Help the Outcasts” confronts us with a question.  What does it mean for God to 

bless us? 

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=16
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If someone asked me, “James, how has God blessed you?” I wouldn’t have to hesitate.  My wife, 

my family, my calling as pastor, working with people I love, friends, money to pay the bills, a 

roof over my head, delicious food to eat, my education, a good community to live in, safety, 

good government, a car, good health and health insurance if not, hobbies and interests, even 

down to something as small to finding that last parking spot at the Hanover basketball game 

yesterday.  I suspect many of us would answer the same way.   

We may not be so bold as to pray for a lot of things that the folks in the movie pray for: wealth, 

fame, glory, love, but we sure feel blessed when we have them. 

Today, we have a classic story from Jesus: the Beatitudes.  Like the movie, we probably first 

heard it long ago when we were young.  But do we really hear it?   

Because Jesus also answers the question, “What does it mean to be blessed?”  And his 

answer…well, judge for yourself.  Jesus says “You’re blessed:” 

--when you’re poor in spirit 

-- when you’re mourning 

--when you’re meek 

--when you hunger and thirst for righteousness 

--when you’re merciful 

--when you’re pure in heart 

--when you’re a peacemaker 

--when you’re persecuted 

--when you’re reviled…and persecuted again…and people utter evil against you falsely.   

 

You’re blessed.  Rejoice and be glad!  Or as we might say on Facebook: #Blessed 

Now some of them I can agree.  Merciful, peacemaking—although even they’re easier said than 

done.  But to be honest, I can’t define those other things as being blessed.  No one does.  If you 

tell someone who’s being slandered or hated, “you’re blessed” you’re tone-deaf.  If you tell 

someone who’s being persecuted, “rejoice!” you’re part of the problem.  And if you try to tell a 

family mourning over the death of a loved one, “Be glad!” well, bless your heart…. 

Our story today then is a controversial story.  It’s a serious story.  It’s hard to get right away, but 

I think it’s a true story.  I think it’s a true story about what it means to be blessed.  And I think 

it’s a true story about what it means to be a child of God.  

Being claimed as a child of God in baptism in some ways is the worst thing that could have 

happened to us.  Because in baptism, we were tied to the cross of Jesus.  In baptism, the old 

Adam inside us died.  The old Adam that defines being blessed by counting riches or friends or 

length of years or trophies or boy-/girlfriends.  The old Adam died that says, “You’re blessed 

when you’re living the life.”  That version of us is dead, drowned in the baptismal waters, nailed 

to the cross with Jesus.   
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Instead, we are reborn as children of God.  Being children of God means we are called to live 

differently.  Being children of God means that we will be comforted, that we will inherit the 

earth, that we will be filled, that we will receive mercy, that we will see God, that others will 

finally call us what we are: children of God.  Will/will/will, all that happens in the future.  Until 

then, Jesus says we receive the kingdom of heaven.  Until then, our reward is still in heaven.  

Until then, we are outcasts in the world.  Outcasts because we have a different set of values from 

the world.  Values based on the kingdom of heaven and its righteousness.   

Values such as showing mercy when people wrong us, values such as peacemaking in the world 

and in our lives, values such as meekness and putting others first, a hunger and thirst for 

righteousness that can’t be satiated by band-aids or half-truths.  These types of values are 

serious, and they are deadly.  They aren’t what the world is praying for.  In fact, when Jesus 

spoke these values, he wasn’t only persecuted and reviled: he was put to death on a tree by the 

religious and political leaders of his day.  If we are speaking and living his values, we should be 

prepared for resistance.   

Being a child of God isn’t easy.  It means rethinking how we are blessed, as individuals and as 

the church.  Clearly according to Jesus, being blessed isn’t our financial situation, whether 

people speak well of us or the music or the sermon, or whether we celebrate more births than we 

mourn deaths.  Instead, being blessed as children of God is about whether we are a blessing to 

others.  When people come to us hungry and thirsty, are they fed?  When people come to us in 

shame and guilt, are they shown mercy?  When people come to us in grief, do we comfort them?  

When conflict comes our way, do we speak words of peace?  When people come to us not as 

strong Christians, but as poor in spirit, do they experience the kingdom of God among us?   

That’s what being the church is all about.  We are blessed to be a blessing to others.  That’s what 

being a child of God is all about, or as our baptismal promises say: “trust God: proclaim Christ 

through word and deed, care for others and the world God made, and work for justice and 

peace.”  Those promises are a responsibility and, yes, a burden.  But they are also a blessing.    

It is a blessing to be a child of God.  It is a blessing because even as we wait in a world that is 

often without peace or mercy, a world where the church seems to be in retreat, a world where 

nations are at the throats of nations, a world in which outcasts are marginalized as much as ever, 

a world where people hunger and thirst, a world where we still mourn the sting of death, we are 

blessed to receive the kingdom of God—a kingdom where there is no hatred, no war, no 

persecution or discrimination, no hunger and thirsting, no death.  A kingdom that looks like the 

sermon on the mount.  We are blessed by belonging to Christ and to a Father who loves us as his 

children.  We are blessed with his calling and his work.  We are blessed to receive his Word.  

And we are blessed to trust in his promises.   

We are blessed to trust that someday we will see God, no longer as outcasts, but as sons and 

daughters.  We will see God not afar from beyond a vale of tears, but as he is, face-to-face.   



James E. Smith 
 

4 
 

Brothers and sisters, that day and his kingdom and his reward are coming.  And when it does, we 

will count neither our worldly hardships nor our successes, but we will count ourselves and all 

the world’s outcasts blessed to be children of God.  Amen.   


