“Heavenly Lullaby”
Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost (September 3, 2023)

“10 Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is
the kingdom of heaven. 11 Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you
and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for
your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who
were before you.” (Matt. 5:10-12, NRSVUE)

Labor Day often means the end of the summer season. One of the articles
from UC Berkeley’s The Greater Good Science Center, which focuses on
the science of happiness, invites us to take a few minutes to think about the
“jobs” that you, your partner, or your other family members perform, and
express genuine gratitude. We can also extend our gratitude to our siblings
of the Swift Memorial UMC, saying “Thank you for what you do for the
church and thank you for who you are in our community of beloved.”

| love backpacking. I still have a wish for another backpacking trip someday.
In spring 2012, around 250 people of different denominations and from
fifty-five different countries gathered in Assisi, the birthplace of St. Francis
in Italy. I presented a paper at this international and ecumenical conference,
and my paper was eventually published as one of six finalist essays in the
Journal of World Christianity.

Upon finishing the conference, | began a two-week backpacking trip by
flying to Greece. After spending a few days in Thessaloniki, | took a ferry
to Turkey. In both Greece and Turkey, | walked 10 to 12 hours per day, and
sometimes | took a bus for longer than 10 hours. My final destination was
Mor Gabriel Monastery in Midyat, a small town near Turkey’s southeastern
border with Irag and Syria. Mor Gabriel Monastery is the oldest surviving
Syriac monastery in the world. Do you remember the word for “hello” in
the Syriac language from last week’s sermon? “Shlomo!”

Syriac Christians have been persecuted massively throughout their history,
and this continues even now. When the news reports the burning of
churches and Christians killed by bombs in Turkey, Lebanon, Iraq, or Syria,
they are often Syriac churches and Christians.

The lyrics of Syriac lullabies show us how much these people have lived in
fear. In Syriac lullabies, the father is almost always missing, implying that
something miserable happened to him.



| am going to read one of the lullabies. In this_lullaby, a mother is praying
for her babies to be protected and live long:

Gently, sleep tenderly, tenderly sleep
May the Cross of life guard you
When put on the dead, he comes alive
The Great Gospel of the Christians
May it give you life of many years

May Saint Barbara of Baghdad guard you. . . .

[The names of saints follow: May Saint (Name) guard you. . . .]

May the great church of Mar Toma guard you. . . .

[The names of the churches follow: May the church of (Name) guard
you.. . .]

May they all give long life to the little ones.
Do Sleep, Do Sleep, Do Sleep, Do Sleep*

This lullaby shows that Syriac Christians have lived uneasily and unstably in
the long history of persecution.

Sometimes we have to walk through the darkest valley, something that
resonates in Psalm 23:

Even though | walk through the darkest valley,
| fear no evil;

for you are with me;

your rod and your staff

they comfort me.

Just as Psalm 23 confesses that the darkest valley won’t be the end of the
story, the last beatitude of Jesus proclaims that the darkest valley, such as
hostility and persecution, is not the end of the story. Jesus said, “Blessed are
those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake....” In Jesus’ eyes, those
committed to righteousness (or justice) are blessed people and “theirs is the
kingdom of heaven” and “their reward is great.”

Today's beatitude is the only one that says “rejoice and be glad” although it
deals with persecution, one of the most difficult and painful situations.

1 Shawqi Talia, Neo-Aramaic Lullabies of Christian Mesopotamia. A paper from the Sixth North
American Syriac Symposium (Duke Univ., 2011).



Why rejoice? An ancient painting | saw in a Greek Orthodox church in
Thessaloniki gives us a hint. In the painting, the martyred saints were
having a joyful feast inside the gate, and outside the gate there were people
in a long line waiting for martyrdom and some other people fleeing in great
fear. Although not easy, Christians have long seen persecution as a sign of
ultimate spiritual maturity and a mark of true discipleship.’

In the midst of the cruel persecution of the Roman Empire, passing through
the darkest valley, the followers of Jesus heard the heavenly lullaby that
gave comfort, courage, and hope. Through his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus
encouraged, and still encourages us to be strong as “good fighters of the
faith,” especially when we feel restless, fearful, and hopeless facing
hostility and other extreme challenges. We also trust God who has been and
will be with us in all circumstances, comforting and strengthening us.

How can we apply Jesus’ invitation to live as good fighters of the faith,
especially for righteousness’ sake, in the 21st century? One of the good
ways would be fighting against systemic injustice, including religious,
political, racial, and gender oppression that has become the darkest valley
for many in our time. If Jesus lived now, he would have encouraged us to
stand with those who face pervasive injustice both locally and globally. This
is also an important part of our spiritual journey, because our sense of
beloveoéllness will lead us to deeper recognition of God’s love that excludes
no one.

Recently, Bishop Peggy Johnson sent a message to all of the United
Methodist siblings in the New England Conference. It was about the murder
of three African Americans in Jacksonville, Florida, at the hands of a white
supremacist armed with a semi-automatic weapon.

Deploring our culture of violence and hatred, the Bishop called us to raise
our voices loudly. Let me read a few lines from the Bishop’s message: “The
beloved community that we claim to be as Christians needs to speak out (and
advocate and legislate) when any member of our human family is being
oppressed and murdered.... I call all of us to remember these constant
shootings are personal. These are crimes against humanity, and that is us.
The slain are your siblings, your neighbors, your beloved.”

Z Jacques Philippe, The Eight Doors of the Kingdom.
3 Ibid.
4 Henri Nouwen, Here and Now.



| deeply appreciated the Bishop’s prophetic, wake-up-call message that
reminded me of Jesus’ last beatitude, “Blessed are those who are persecuted
for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” When we raise
our voices for justice, we may not be persecuted or martyred like early
Christians, but we know not everyone will welcome our voices. There will
be people who don’t like us, are angry at us, or criticize or mock us. That’s
why Jesus said in Luke's version of Beatitudes, “Your task is to be true, not
popular.” (Lk 6:26, MSG).’

As Pope Francis said, the Beatitudes “are born of the compassionate heart of
Jesus, which encounters the hearts of people seeking and yearning for a
life,” I believe Jesus still calls us to live out the Beatitudes here and now,
reminding us that God is so rich in blessings for us. How grateful are we
that God blesses us to be blessings to one another in God’s boundless and
transforming love and grace.

This morning, Jesus invites us to hear a heavenly lullaby that comforts us,
encourages and strengthens us. “Blessed are those who are persecuted for
righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” How can we
respond and celebrate this invitation? Since we hardly experience religious
persecution, we may change our question in this way: “How can we work
together for justice and happiness for all, embracing one another with love
and respect as special companions given to us by God?” Can we say “yes”
to this invitation?

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake (and justice's
sake).” And all God's people say, “Amen!”

5 Richard Rohr, Jesus’ Alternative Plan: The Sermon on the Mount.



