2024 Summer Sermon Series: Joyful Living
Joyful Living (4) - Matthew 5:6

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be
filled.” (NRSVUE)

“You’re blessed when you’ve worked up a good appetite for God. He’s food and drink in
the best meal you’ll ever eat. (MSG)

Have you heard of John Wesley’s three simple rules for life? They are: Do
no harm. Do good. Stay in love with God. The core of Wesleyan spirituality
is God’s grace. We believe God’s grace always comes first, even before we
notice or believe it. We can follow and practice Wesley’s three rules with
joy because God’s grace guides and strengthens us.

We may call this God’s “big hug” grace, because we are forgiven by God’s
amazing love and grace. This is not the end of the story. God’s grace
constantly accompanies and leads our faith journey, forming and
transforming us. Wesley sometimes called this process the “way of
salvation.”

Both God’s grace and human response are Vital in our spiritual journey.
Whether through prayer, worship, baptism, acts of compassion or acts of
justice, we are called to respond to God’s grace. Otherwise, we easily feel
fragmented, aimless, shallow, or empty. To use an analogy, imagine God’s
grace as a boat that carries us over the waters. When we respond to God’s
grace by rowing with two oars, our boat steers in the right direction.
Conversely, if we do not row the boat, we drift aimlessly. At least we may
feel that way. Can you see why we need both God’s grace and human
response (sometimes fully engaged response) in our faith journey?

As part of this journey, we Wesleyans are deeply committed to social
holiness, which can also be described, in modern terms, as a “spirituality of
social justice.” Wesley taught that while the Christian faith is profoundly
personal, it is not meant to be private. As in the Bible, social holiness is
basically about loving God and doing it by loving our neighbors as ourselves.
As Rev. Susan Henry-Crowe, a committed servant leader of the General
Board of Church and Society, said, “it is in our DNA. It is part of who we
are.”

Thanks be to God, recent studies on happiness indicate that individuals
living in countries that promote greater social justice typically experience



higher happiness levels than those in societies marked by selfishness and
injustice.?

Have you watched the movie, Amazing Grace (2006)? The movie focuses
on William Wilberforce’s tireless efforts to end the slave trade in the British
Empire. Wilberforce was influenced by John Newton, a former slave ship
captain, who eventually found new life in God’s amazing grace. The title of
the movie came from Newton's hymn, “Amazing Grace.” Wilberforce was
also inspired by John Wesley’s battle against slavery. The last letter Wesley
wrote before his death was to Wilberforce, acknowledging their shared
commitment to abolishing the British slave trade. Let me read a portion of
Wesley’s letter to Wilberforce: “... If God be for you, who can be against
you? ... Go on, in the name of God and in the power of his might, till even
American slavery shall vanish before it.”?

The movie, Amazing Grace ends with the following announcement in
Parliament: “A bill calling for the abolition of the slave trade throughout the
British Empire was passed with 16 against and 283 in favor! Slave trade is
no more!” This movie ends with the bagpipes playing “Amazing Grace.”

Today’s beatitude, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for
righteousness, for they will be filled,” is Jesus’ invitation for us to yearn for
the coming of God’s reign. Righteousness means actively doing God’s will
here and now, longing and hoping for the coming of God’s kingdom/kindom.
This longing is not empty hope but will eventually be filled (NRSV/NIV)
and satisfied (RSV).2

Without a time of longing and seeking God’s presence, God’s will, and the
coming of God’s reign, we often indulge ourselves in selfish and unjust
greed and desires. Without yearning for God’s will to be fully done on earth
as it is in heaven, we often ignore God’s call to participate in God’s
lifegiving, justice-seeking mission.

Hungering and thirsting for righteousness or justice comes from God’s
grace, which leads us back to the basics as expressed and embodied in our
baptismal covenant: (1) “Do you renounce the spiritual forces of
wickedness, reject the evil powers of this world, and repent of your sin? |
do; (2) Do you accept the freedom and power God gives you to resist evil,
Injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves? | do;
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(3) Do you confess Jesus Christ as your Savior, put your whole trust in his
grace, and promise to serve him as your Lord, in union with the Church
which Christ has opened to people of all ages, nations, and races? 1 do.”

The Baptismal Covenant invites us to become agents of social holiness. We
are not alone on this journey. God is holding us in God’s loving and
gracious hands, strengthening us to live out our baptismal covenant.

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be
filled.” We are yearning for deeper connections to God and to one another
in church, community, and the world. That’s why the United Methodist
Church firmly believes that “the mission of the church is to make disciples
of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.”* | hope we can work
together on this holy mission not from our anxiety and fear, but from our
joy, hope, and welcoming for the coming reign of God.

We are all companions on this journey. Again, both God’s initiating grace
and our responses are essential to our faith journey. Let us open our
listening ears and hearts to heed God’s megaphone amid our becoming and
growing as disciples together. As in the Message translation, God becomes
“food and drink in the best meal we’ll ever eat” when we are hungry and
thirsty for God’s righteousness and justice. How blessed we are indeed!
Thanks be to God! Amen!

4 UMC Book of Discipline.



