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 The other day, Tim told me that he loves it when people sneeze around him, because he 

gets to say ‘Bless you’… and though the people who have sneezed might just think that Tim is 

saying a socially acceptable sort of benign thing, in truth, Tim is actually pronouncing blessing 

over that person. He is giving them God’s blessing – from his spirit to theirs.  

 From the beginning, God has been blessing. Blessing, blessing, blessing. In the book of 

Genesis, the word ‘bless’ is used no fewer than 65 times – more than in any other book of the 

Bible. The story of the world begins with blessing. God blesses the people that he has made—

blesses them to be fruitful and multiply, blesses them with the gifts of the land. And before 

long, the people God has made are blessing one another- they are conduits of God’s blessing 

for each other – blessings of prosperity and abundance and fertility. A couple of months ago, I 

preached from Deuteronomy 33, when Moses was blessing the tribes of Israel. His blessing of 

Joseph is so beautiful and rich:  

“May the LORD bless his land 
    with the precious dew from heaven above 
    and with the deep waters that lie below; 
14 with the best the sun brings forth 
    and the finest the moon can yield; 
15 with the choicest gifts of the ancient mountains 
    and the fruitfulness of the everlasting hills; 
16 with the best gifts of the earth and its fullness 
    and the favor of him who dwelt in the burning bush. 
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Let all these rest on the head of Joseph, 
    on the brow of the prince among[e] his brothers 
 

In Exodus 20, like we learned last week, we find that God blessed the Sabbath day and 

made it holy (v. 11). And a few chapters later, we read that if we worship the Lord our God, his 

blessing will be on our food and water (Ex. 23:35). We also find God’s people not only receiving 

blessing from God and extending it to others, but also blessing God and blessing God’s name (in 

Nehemiah and the Psalms), thereby completing a circle of blessing right back to God. 

When we see all the blessings in the Old Testament, I think they match what we might 

typically think of when we think of what it means to be blessed.  

 
Images of babies #blessed, lots of food #blessed, beautiful nature scenes #blessed, joyful 

worship #blessed, safety and security #blessed, good health/strength #blessed. 

And then we turn the page to the New Testament and the first book of the New 

Testament. As I’ve mentioned in several sermons of late, the book of Matthew is kind of a 

retelling of the beginning of Scripture. With the genealogies, we have the new genesis, the new 

beginning. With Jesus being sent into and then brought out of Egypt as a baby, we have the 

new exodus. With John the Baptist’s preparing the way, the new Moses… With Jesus’ baptism 

in the Jordan river, we have the new crossing of the Red Sea and with Jesus’ temptations in the 

wilderness, the new wandering. And now, here in Matthew 5-7 – the sermon on the mount, we 

have the new giving of the law. And the beginning of the law starts with blessing. Of course it 

should start with blessing! The Messiah is here! The one the people of Israel had been waiting 
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for! #blessed! He would liberate his people from the tyranny of Rome! #blessed! He would 

bring all the prosperity and abundance they had been longing for! #blessed!  

But then Jesus opens his mouth and pronounces the strangest blessings. (SCRIPTURE 

READING here) 

Blessed are the poor in sprit. #blessed? Blessed are those who mourn. #blessed? 

Blessed are the meek and those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. #blessed? 

Unpacking each one of these beatitudes would be a whole other sermon series. Each 

and every one is so rich and so needs the time that full exegesis would offer. But, I will just say 

in broad strokes, that Jesus turns our ideas of blessing upside down. All the blessing of comfort 

and heaven and earth and seeing God and being part of God’s family, that is called upon those 

who have reached the end of themselves… those who have been humbled… those who are 

empty and in need… those whose hearts have integrated both the beauty and the brokenness 

of their life. And all the blessing of God is called upon those who are giving of themselves and 

their creature comforts for the sake of the other. 

INSERT: Laura Story’s Blessing 
 

And so it is that in the face of fullness and abundance, we name blessedness, because it 

is true. Biblically it is true. God is there. And so it is that in the face of emptiness and loss, we 

name blessedness, because it is also true. Biblically, it is true. God is there. Barbara Brown 

Taylor writes, “You say a blessing when you break a bone the same as you do when you win the 

lottery. The two events may be more alike than you know. Live with either of them very long 

and you may discover that neither of them is as bad or as good as you first thought it would be. 

The blessing covers your ignorance and seeds your curiosity all at the same time. So this is what 

life has brought you! How will this change things? What can you make of this” (Altar in the 

World, pp. 204-5)? 

So this is all theoretically very well and good, but we’re talking about pronouncing 

blessing as a spiritual discipline… which means we’re talking about an activity that we do to one 

another. What actually happens when we pronounce blessing? When I say, ‘God bless you,’ is 

that magical? Do I make you more… sacred in some ways?  
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In one way, no. When we pronounce blessing, our pronouncement blessing does not 

make something sacred. The sacredness is already there. I know I’ve told you this story before, 

but once in a nursing home, after leading a service, I said “God bless you” to an older woman, 

and she said, “Oh, he has and he does! Every day! And not because you’ve said it!” It’s true. Our 

sacredness and our blessedness are already there because God has made it so.  

AND YET – there is a power in the pronouncement of blessing. Marilynn Robinson: 

Blessing “doesn’t enhance sacredness, but it acknowledges it, and there is power in that.  I have 

felt it pass through me, so to speak.  The sensation is of really knowing a creature, I mean really 

feeling its mysterious life and your own mysterious life at the same time”  (Gilead, pp. 22-24). 

There is power in pronouncing blessing over one another… whether we are saying it to a 

stranger on the bus after they sneeze, or whispering it over our children’s heads as they drift off 

to sleep… Yes, it is something that pastors do – in fact, I wasn’t allowed to officially raise my 

hands in blessing over a congregation until after I was ordained. They call it ‘an official act of 

ministry.’ But we believe in the priesthood of all believers. We all bless one another. And that 

pronunciation is powerful. Saying words of blessing… or blessing each other with other love 

languages – time spent, hugs, acts of service, gifts… There is power in your blessing. 

Last week I heard a pastor from St. Thomas speak. Her name is Beth and she pastors a 

church plant there. The way that her congregation sees ministry in their community is not a 

church of meeting needs, but it is a place where they are constantly looking to add value to 

each other’s lives… and they see everyone as someone who can both give and receive value. I 

would call this blessing… Are these people valuable no matter what? Of course, God has given 

them that value. But blessing names that value and acknowledges it and there is power in that. 

[Finish by inviting them to look at one another and think about how God might be calling them 

to add value/bless the lives of those in the room and beyond…] 

 


