Loosen Up! (Matthew. 5:5)
Eighth Sunday after Pentecost-July 23, 2023
“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.” (NRSV)

When someone is angry or anxious, what do you say? “Relax. Calm down.
Take a deep breath. Loosen up.”

When you smile or laugh, your body and mind feel more relaxed. Your
blood pressure is lowered. Your stress and pain are reduced while your
Immune system is strengthened and your mood gets much better.

When we practice Tai Chi, we can let go of tension, heaviness, stiffness, and
tiredness. The Tai Chi rhythm of “loosen-empty-push,” a phrase that can be
converted to “potential energy-momentum-kinetic energy” or simply,
“ready-set-go,” shows how important it is to relax or loosen up.

Likewise, meekness, gentleness, or humbleness in our minds and attitudes
promotes physical and emotional health, good relationships, and motivation
to work.

Vicki Zakrzewski (zahk-shef-skee), the education director of the Greater
Good Science Center at UC Berkley, recognizes that “our culture places so
much value on external accomplishments, appearance, and self-
aggrandizement,” that people are reluctant to be humble for fear that
humility may be “misinterpreted as a sign of weakness.”

ZakrzewskKi invites us to be humble and gentle, although the culture often
speaks the opposite. She reminds us that humbleness, gentleness, or
meekness are not a sign of weakness, but an indication of inner strength,
self-acceptance and confidence, which lead to promoting social and
emotional well-being. She says, “When I meet someone who radiates
humility, my shoulders relax, my heart beats a little more quietly, and
something inside me lets go. Why? Because I know that I’'m being fully
seen, heard, and accepted for who | am, warts and all—a precious and rare
gift that allows our protective walls to come down.”

In order to cultivate humility, she suggests three “scientifically-based ways:”
(1) embracing our humanness (2) practicing mindfulness and self-
compassion, and (3) expressing gratitude. | would slightly change her
wording in this way: (1) embrace our beloved-ness, (2) practice
contemplative prayers, and (3) express gratitude.



Whether we’re swimming, shoveling snow, playing golf, practicing martial
arts, or running like a cheetah, we need to loosen up first, and have
momentum to release power.

“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.” In Greek words,
“meek” is interchangeably translated as “gentle,” “humble,” or

“patient.” Meekness invites us to be loosened up. The meek are those “poor
in spirit” or “nonviolent people, who are humble and gentle in their dealings
with others before the greatness of God.” Among early Christians,
meekness was a characteristic of those oppressed people of God, but who
non-violently defended their faith.

“They will inherit the earth” could be synonymous with “for theirs is the
kingdom of heaven.” The earth also expresses our yearning for God’s new
heaven and new earth, as in the Book of Revelation.

According to Rebekah Eklund, who has explored how the Beatitudes have
been interpreted in different contexts by different people throughout history,
a misunderstanding of meekness as weakness probably came to dominate in
the eighteenth century. The meaning of meekness is still misunderstood as
“spinelessly submissive, passive, indecisive, easily imposed upon, weak, or
lacking in self-respect.”

However, in Jesus’ time, the word “meek” meant to become assertive with
love. One of the commentators says, the meek are “not those who shrink
back but those who willingly choose to yield to others and to God.” Jesus
himself was a role model of the meek. Jesus was loving, caring,
compassionate. However, he was not a “Mr. Nice Guy” all the time. Jesus
was sometimes angry, heartbreaking, confrontational, and yielding,
depending on the situation.

Still, he was neither submissive nor aggressive, but genuinely loving, caring,
decisive, and assertive. Many people liked and followed Jesus, while many
others hated Jesus so much that they put Him to death on a cross. We
especially learn about and experience meekness through the suffering, death,
and resurrection of Jesus Christ and through the early Christians who
witnessed the power of resurrection despite persecution. One thing for sure
Is that what Jesus did and said was based on and motivated by love. Ruth N.
Koch & Kenneth C. Haugk summarize the meekness of Jesus in one long
sentence: “Jesus beautifully demonstrates assertiveness in his meekness,
scanning the needs and demands of each situation, integrating the need for



courage and strength with the blessings of yielding to the will of God and
serving the needs of others.”

Contemporary biblical scholars no longer see meekness as weakness. In the
context of the 20th and 21st centuries, they often invite us to see meekness
as leading to nonviolent prayer-action to address injustice. Meekness leads
us to act based not on revenge, but based on love. For example, Lucas Chan
(Yiu Sing Lukas Chan), an Asian theologian, presents Gandhi as an example
of the strength of the meek, because of his nonviolent action to resist
oppression and to bring about change. Martin Luther King Jr.’s nonviolent
resistance would also be a good example of meekness. Meekness leads to
the courage and strength to practice civil disobedience when injustice seems
to prevail.

When we are meek, we experience a soft and elastic power which may bend
but not break. When we are meek, we can bounce back more resiliently. In
God’s loving, caring, and empowering presence, we can be truly gentle,
compassionate and strong.

Meekness doesn’t invite us to become “everything-is-OK Christians.” Jesus
invites us to be gentle, meek, and assertive depending on the situation, but
always with love and respect. Our baptismal renunciation of sin also
reminds and invites us to become meek and assertive like Jesus: "Do you
renounce the spiritual forces of wickedness, reject the evil powers of this
world, and repent of your sins? Do you accept the freedom and power God
gives you to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they
present themselves?”

Now, we better understand why Henri Nouwen said, “God's unconditional
love does not mean God's unconditional approval.” Meekness invites us to
stand on God’s firm ground and to be fully attentive to ever-present God in
each moment of our life. Then, we can become humbler and more assertive
with love and respect, especially when we are called to be involved in
nonviolent resistance. In personal and communal relationships, becoming
meek with one another creates a well, not a wall. It will create a more
spacious room for people to listen to one another with empathetic ears and
hearts.

In our daily challenges, stress, and weariness, Jesus does not leave us on our
own. Instead of enduring with our own strength and willpower, let us loosen
up in prayer, leaning on Jesus who will transform us into meek, beloved
people of God. In this way, Jesus invites us to live the Reign of God here



and now, the life of true happiness in which we discover who we really are
in God’s loving and healing embrace. As the Message Bible paraphrases,
“You’re blessed when you’re content with just who you are—no more, no
less. That’s the moment you find yourselves proud owners of everything that
can’t be bought.” Although it is not always easy to become a meek person,
the journey towards meekness will lead us to a blessed and happier life.

We are blessed because we are called to humbly bounce back to a life
enriched by God’s grace and our mutual love and respect. We are beloved
children of God. | am beloved. You are beloved. This is our starting point.

“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.” And All God’s People
Say, “Amen!”



