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Politics Upside Down
“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God” (Mt. 5).

Having children has been a blessing to me in so many ways. It has brought back 
experiences that I had in childhood but had completely forgotten about. For instance, 
before having children I was always too busy with my job to just lie down and look at 
the sky. I encourage you to do this. See the beauty, the way the vast blueness breaks 
down into tiny dots, all the fantastic variations of clouds and fog.

Practicing yoga as an adult similarly gave me an experience that I had forgotten about 
over the years. In yoga I learned to stand on my head. During little league games all the 
other dads were coaching their kids while I inadvertently embarrassed my own 
children by standing on my head in left field.

The world looks so different upside down. You notice details in the most ordinary 
things. The grass looks like a fringe connected to your head. Houses have their doors 
and windows in all the wrong places. The redwood trees seem to be falling into heaven.

When Jesus teaches his friends. It sometimes feels as if he has put them all on their 
heads. Jesus’ Beatitudes are especially like this. In Jesus’ time beatitudes were common. 
But they sounded very different, like for instance “Blessed is the strong man, for he 
shall command armies… blessed is the man of wisdom for he shall accumulate great 
wealth.”
 
The Greek word makarioi means blessed or happy or lucky or fortunate. Jesus gives us 
an upside down world. He says, “Blessed are the poor in spirit… those who mourn… 
the meek… those who hunger for righteousness… the merciful… the pure in spirit… 
the peacemakers” (Mt. 5). Most often, in real life this is a list of things that people try to 
avoid.

We are afraid of being these things because we do not want to be vulnerable. We want 
to be strong, to be admired. I want to point out that Jesus does not use transactional 
language. He does not say “ought” “should” or “shalt.” This is not a list of what you 
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need to do. Instead it is a description of who these people, who God regards as blessed, 
are and what the future holds for them.1

Jesus met with extraordinary success in communicating this difficult message. 
Alongside the Roman Emperor’s kingdom he planted the seed for the Kingdom of God. 
In God’s kingdom everyone is treated equally, everyone is loved, no one is cast out. 
Today we exist partly in each kingdom. Caesar’s empire and God’s Kingdom are woven 
into everything we experience.

And that is part of our shock after the election on Tuesday. The election turns the world 
around again. What was up is down and what was down is up.

I received an angry note today from someone who objected to us having a special 
service after the election. She pointed out that we did not have such services after 
President Obama was elected. I invite her to think about what was different in all these 
elections.

People are in pain today. If you haven’t heard from people who felt it then you need to 
talk to more people. My wife Heidi is a law professor who works especially closely with 
people of color and those who come from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

She has undocumented students who are so afraid of being deported that they have 
resolved not to answer any knocks at the door. They have wondered if we need some 
kind of twenty-first century Underground Railroad. She has fully grown African 
American men staring at her in disbelief having concluded that half of the country 
believes overt racism is totally acceptable. 
 
Mark Stanger heard from a Muslim friend who said he feels safer in Gaza than Florida. 
Women with tears in their eyes have told me how unsettling it is to have someone who 
sexually assaults women in the White House. As a parent I am especially appalled by 
the bullying and unkind language that is becoming our new standard.

Brothers and sisters the Beatitudes remind us of another path that is neither 
acquiescence to the might makes right of power politics and the fear that threatens to 
cause us to retreat from public life.

How the Beatitudes sound depends partly on where you are. They are the same words 
to every generation. They may shock us or we may have heard them so many times that 
we no longer hear them. But today I ask you to let them stand you on your head. 
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See the world from another perspective, have the vision of a child of God. See the meek, 
the poor in spirit, the mourning not just as people you can help, but as people who can 
help you. When you see the world from upside down, you begin to recognize that those 
who have suffered for their faith and for goodness are not the ones to feel sorry for. 
These are the happy ones who have found something worth suffering for.

Let me close with three suggestions to you the sometimes upside down people of God.
First, be compassionate. Find someone tomorrow who might need you. Care for them, 
pray for them. Second, remember in the words you use to describe what happened this 
week that every human being has inherent worth as a child of God. Jesus says we need 
to love even our enemies. Finally remember that God is ultimately the one in charge. In 
the larger scheme of things Caesar’s empire is retreating before the advance of the 
Kingdom of God.

Brothers and sisters linger a while longer with me in the upside down world of Christ. 
Let us not let years go by again without looking into the sky. 
 This whole homily is deeply indebted to Barbara Brown Taylor, “Blessed Are the Upside Down,” Gospel 1

Medicine (Cambridge, MA: Cowley Publications, 1995) 145-9.


