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Matthew 5.1-10

Without my glasses, I can’t see a thing. If I take them off, you are just a blur. Actually, that may be an improvement. If I put them on again, everything is clearer, if slightly more terrifying. I have worn glasses since I was seven years old. I need them to make sense of the world.

How are we as a church to see the world around us? What kind of glasses, what kind of vision do we need. Today’s world can sometimes seem confusing or frightening or challenging or hostile.

The answer is that we are called to see the world through the eyes of Jesus. With the perspective he gives us. As Jesus sees the world. Without Jesus we cannot see. If we cannot see, then there is of course, no vision.

One of the many pairs of spectacles Jesus gives his church are these eight short sayings at the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount. We call them the beatitudes, of course, because they all begin with the term blessed – beatus in Latin. Each of them is a powerful lens to look at the world.

According to Matthew, Jesus sees the crowds. He goes up the mountain. He sits down. His disciples come to him and he teaches them. I think he is teaching them how to see the world – how to see crowds as Jesus sees them. The beatitudes help us get the right perspective.

Jesus looks at the crowds in Goole or Meadowhall this afternoon and he sees those who are poor in spirit: those who are desperate for God’s love and grace and direction. Those who are spiritually bankrupt, who have lost their way and have nowhere to go. Those people, who know they need God, are blessed, says Jesus, because once you start to really look for God, you will find him. Once you start to knock, the door is opened.

Jesus looks at the people in Edlington and Doncaster and says to us his disciples, blessed are those who mourn for they shall be comforted. We see a faceless crowd sometimes. Christ sees men and women and children whose lives are spoiled by grief and pain. He sees also those whose hearts are broken, like his heart, because of the sorrow and suffering in the world. And Jesus says, those who mourn are blessed for they shall be comforted. There is good news. Death has been defeated. Every tear is precious and one day those tears will turn to joy.

Jesus looks at the people in Rotherham and Barnsley and sees some people at least who are meek. Who count others before themselves. Who don’t big themselves up and pretend to be what they are not. People who give their lives in serving others. And he says to us Blessed are the meek for, however it seems now, they will inherit the earth.

Jesus looks at the crowds in the centre of Sheffield and those who live in this vast and beautiful city and he finds some people at least who are hungry and thirsty for righteousness: people who long for justice with every fibre of their being, who give their lives to working for a better world. I have met some of them already here. These people are blessed says Jesus. Because of me these hungers will be satisfied. Things will one day be set right. These efforts are not in vain.

Jesus looks with us at the schools and colleges and universities at the children and young people and sees people who are full of mercy and kindness, ready to forgive and to be generous and his promise is this: blessed are the merciful because they will receive mercy themselves. Every random act of kindness counts and makes the world a better place.

Christ looks at the steel works and the mining communities, the thousands who work in the health service and finance industry and sees people there who are pure in heart: who really care about truth and honesty and innocence. They are blessed because they will see God.

Jesus looks to the emergency services, the justice system, those who work in public order, those struggling to bring up children, the prisons of this diocese and sees those who give their lives to work for peace in different places. Blessed are the peacemakers for they will be called children of God.

And Jesus looks on the retired and the elderly in our communities, who have so much to give, and sees those whose faith has cost them something, who have sacrificed for hope and for love through right living. Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness sake. They will have their reward now. Theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

This is how the church is to see the world. Always and everywhere. Through the eyes ofChrist. Through the lens of the beatitudes. Positively. Creatively. Hopefully. Affirming what is good. Challenging what is wrong. Blessing what God is doing and telling the good news we have to all who will listen.

If that is how we are do see the world – how then are we to see the church?

What kind of church are we called to be in 2009? How are we to serve the 1.2 million people who live in this diocese? As the Church of England we have a presence in every single community. We have boots on the ground. We minister in every part of our society with our sister churches. We have the chance to be salt and light in every place. What kind of church are we called to be?

We are called to be like Jesus. We are called to be the church of the beatitudes. Poor in spirit. Not full of ourselves and our own achievements but full of our need of God. We are called to be a church which mourns: a church of compassion for the great suffering of our world. A church which is meek – prepared to serve, to roll our sleeves up, to encourage others, to work in partnership. A church which is hungry and thirsty for justice here and in all God’s world.

We are called to be a church full of mercy where each and every person finds love before judgement, kindness before criticism. We are called to be pure in heart and mind and speech: devoted to God and striving to be holy. We are called to be peacemakers. We are not to be people who smother conflict or avoid it but people who recognise differences and still make peace.

And we are called to be so different and so distinctive as a community that we will sometimes be persecuted for righteousness sake. People will want to get rid of us or silence us because the good news we bring makes them uncomfortable. When that happens we need to rejoice.

The Christian church is the community called into being by Jesus. It began with the first disciples. And for two thousand years now the risen Jesus has been calling people to be part of his church. He is calling them today. We are called into being by Jesus. And we are called to be like him. It’s a big call and a holy one.

It’s not very far in miles from Halifax where I was born to this Diocese of Sheffield. But I feel as though I have been on a long journey to discover what the church is called to be. Its been a journey of discovery as a parish priest in the place my father grew up. Its been a journey of discovery as I helped train clergy of every tradition through my years in Durham. Its been a journey of many thousands of miles over the last five years as I have worked with the many fresh expressions of church which God is bringing to birth through this country and in every part of his church here.

In coming back to Yorkshire, it does feel like coming home. And I am coming home with this simple conclusion and this simple message: the church in the 21st Century is called to be like Jesus; the church is called to see the world as Jesus sees our world: through eyes of hope and potential and compassion; the church is called to do what Jesus does – to pray and work to see God’s kingdom come and to grow the Christian community in every part of our society. The church is called to stay rooted in the life of Jesus through scripture and sacrament, through prayer and fellowship. We are called to become again the people of Jesus to live the gospel and to carry this great good news to every part of our world.

I am more honoured than I can say by the trust placed in me in this call to be Bishop of Sheffield. I am more daunted than I can describe by the responsibilities and the challenges before me. I know full well that the task is impossible in my own strength. I know full well that I will need to work closely and fully with all people of good will, with the whole people of God and with the clergy in particular as we seek to build God’s kingdom and to grow God’s church in this diocese.

But I know also, for me and for you, that those whom God calls, he also equips and sustains. And I hope and pray that every person in this wonderful cathedral and every person who hears and reads these words will be drawn by the living Christ to share in some way in God’s mission to bring hope and healing and health and salvation to the communities we serve.

May each of us see the world as Jesus sees it. May all of us together become the people who reflect the character of Christ in the world God created. Amen.
