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  A week or so ago a friend of mine ended a late-evening email with this line:  “It’s 

time to go watch some depressing news and then get to bed.  Hope you are well.”   Hm, 

I thought to myself, thanks for your hope for me.  And I wonder how well you slept after 

watching Peter Mansbridge.” 

 Actually, my friend’s closing remark made me ask whether the news is really so 

depressing.  So last week I decided to pay more attention to it.  Let’s see what 

happened. 

 A major story last week, headline:  “As Kiev Meets on Crisis, Rebel Claims Aid 
of Russian Troops”.  President Petro O. Poroshenko of Ukraine declared that Russian 
troops had crossed into his country, while a separatist leader said that up to 4,000 
Russians had been fighting Ukrainian forces. 

 

 Here’s another top story:  “An international rights group has accused the 

extremist group ISIS on Tuesday of carrying out a systematic campaign of "ethnic 

cleansing" in northern Iraq that includes mass killings, abductions and other war 
crimes.” 

 This story from Canada:  “Canada’s provincial premiers and native leaders are 
supporting a call for a national roundtable on the issue of missing and murdered 
aboriginal women” 
 

 And this story caught my eye:  “About one in 10 girls around the world 

experiences serious sexual violence, the United Nations children’s agency UNICEF has 

said, in a major report detailing the “staggering extent" of sexual, physical and emotional 

abuse faced by young people.” 

   

 Speaking of young people, there was this storyz;   “9-year-old Child firing Uzi at 

Arizona firing range accidently kills instructor.”  The deadly incident occurred 

Monday morning at a gun range in Arizona that caters to Las Vegas tourists, many of 

whom drive an hour from the gambling center to fire high-powered weapons.  Gun 

experts said young children should be taught to shoot with single-shot firearms rather 

than submachine guns.” 

 

 Finally this one from Hamilton:   “Man hijacked taxi to drive him around town on a 

robbery spree.”  “At 1:20 a.m., a man got into the front seat of a taxi, pulled what 

appeared to be a small hand gun on the drive, and said, “This is how it’s going to go 

down.  We are going to do some hits tonight.” 



 You know, I think I agree with my friend, the news can be kind of depressing.  
And tiring.   I must confess that I get tired of being reminded day in, day out that our  
world is full of so much unfairness and injustice, so much needless violence,  that there 
are so many people who feels this urge to control or abuse  or kill other people.   

 And the bad news doesn’t seem to stop, even when we pray to God to make it 
stop.   How many times, in the last 3 months, have we prayed in this worship service for 
peace in Ukraine, and Gaza and Syria and Iraq, to apparently no avail?   And often it’s 
the poor and the vulnerable and the weak who get the most of this suffering.   

 Jesus, too, lived in a world where the news was often depressing.   It, too, was a 
violent world, a disease-ridden world, an unjust world.   Wealth and power were  
concentrated in the hands of a few.  80% of the people were peasants who were barely 
making it.  Any little thing—a drought, a new tax, an illness, being cheated or robbed--
could put them over the edge.  They could be homeless, they might have to sell their 
children into slavery to pay their debts.  And this was during ordinary times.  During 
times of war it was even worse.  And, as with us, their many prayers for God to 
intervene and put an end to the suffering seemed to go unanswered. 

 And along comes Jesus, and for people who are troubled by the state of the 
world, Jesus has some words—some puzzling words.   Jesus says, “You’re poor in 
spirit, that is, you’re feeling sad and depressed and hopeless about the world and you 
feel powerless to change things?   Be happy!”   “You’re in mourning and grief over the 
needless suffering and death that comes to innocent people?  Congratulations!”   
“You’re among the meek of the earth, that is, those who have few resources, little 
power, and can only trust God for their future?  Take heart!  The whole earth—not 
heaven, pie in the sky, bye and bye, but the earth—is yours.” 

 And I say, really?  Whatever does Jesus mean?   Let’s try to Imagine how we 
might hear these words if we were Jewish peasants barely eeking out a subsistence 
living, and being harassed by Roman soldiers and taxed to death by the government.  
“Hey, you’re blessed.”  Or if we were an Afghan villager whose child has died because a 
missile fired from a US drone has gone astray.  Or if we were members of the Yazidi 
ethnic group hiding out on a mountain in northern Iraq because we’re being pursued by 
people who want to kill us.  “Blessed are you who are poor, you who are grieving, you 
who are downtrodden and persecuted, you who would like to change things but can’t 
and whose hope is running thin?  Congratulations!  Be happy!   Because  heaven is 
here and it’s here for you!’   I don’t know about you, but if I were in the shoes of people 
like that, I just might hear Jesus telling me I am “blessed” as  an insensitive, flippant  
thing to say, a pious fantasy.   Because I really don’t see much evidence of the poor 
being blessed and the Kingdom of Heaven coming to earth in the pages of the Hamilton 
Spectator and the images on The National.   It’s more like my friend said, it’s all pretty 
depressing.  

 Mennonite Central Committee works in over 50 countries, and much as I like 
MCC, sometimes it is a little hard to see what good, at least long-term good, in many of 
those places it is really doing.  I once taught for two years with MCC in an ultra-remote 
village called Boga in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  I’m not sure what good I 



did in Boga, teaching those bush kids about the kings and queens and wars of Europe, 
which is what their history textbooks prescribed.  MCC actually pulled out of that school 
the year after I left.  A year or two ago I went online and found a photo of my old school 
in Boga.  Civil war was raging that part of eastern Congo, and there swaggering on the 
porch of my school was a bunch of rough-looking men, one of them with a rifle.  It 
appeared that the rebels had taken it over.  Hardly a sign of the Kingdom of heaven. 

    I know of a Mennonite pastor in a large city in the US, who in his 30 years of 
ministry has tried pretty hard to bring a little bit of heaven to earth.  I recently heard this 
pastor reflect on his ministry.  “I’ve worked with businesses and hospitals and churches 
to try to improve life in a troubled part of our city,” he said, “and we’ve spent thousands 
of dollars, and do you know what happened?  Nothing.  I have counseled people who 
are depressed, mentally ill, in prison, in a financially ruined state,” he continued.  “I’ve 
written my congresspeople, the editor of the paper, the president of the US, and most of 
the time it accomplishes nothing.”    Once this pastor decided he wanted to go 
somewhere where there are no problems.  So he researched where is the place on 
earth that has the fewest problems, and it turned out to be New Zealand.  And he said, 
“OK, I’m going to go to New Zealand.”  

 And then, that Mennonite pastor cited our verse, “Blessed are the poor in spirit.”  
And he said,  “But you know, Jesus has a word of hope for me, too.”  And I think he’s 
right.  “You’re poor in spirit?” Jesus asks.  “You’re burned out, you feel like moving to 
New Zealand, you’re depressed by the relentless torrent of bad news because you have 
a conscience  and you really do want a better, fairer, more just world?  Congratulations, 
and don’t give up your hope.  For you are on God’s wavelength.”   “You’re mourning,” 
Jesus asks, “because you see other people in mourning because of their unjust 
suffering and painful losses?   Good for you, and hold onto your hope, because God too 
is mourning, and God is going to turn that mourning into  joy.”   “You’re craving from the 
top of your head to the bottom of your feet for God’s will to be done on earth is it is in 
heaven,” Jesus asks, “and you are doing in your own imperfect way what you can to 
bring a little bit of heaven to earth now?  Take heart, and cling to your hope, for your 
hunger is God’s hunger too, and it is already starting to be filled.”    

 And Jesus continues.  “You choose to show mercy to those who do wrong 
instead of harshly condemning them?  How wonderful, how amazing!   You reflect 
God’s own merciful character.”   “You are pure in heart, that is, you try to be focused 
and steady in your loyalty to God when it seems foolish and ineffective and gets you 
nowhere?  Is that you?  Then two thumbs up, for you have the extremely rare privilege, 
given only to Abraham and Moses, of looking into the face of God.”   “You work to break 
the cycle of violence, you try to return good for evil, you do your best to love your 
personal enemies and your nation’s enemies instead of hating them, and you pay a 
price for it?  How extraordinary and splendid you are!   For it’s you, and people like you, 
who are truly the children of God.”   

 These Beatitudes, as we call them, are not so much commands about how to live 
in order to have a good life—“be poor in spirit, be meek, be peacemakers, and you’ll be 
happy.”   Rather, they’re declarations of good news and words of hope to people who 



already have those qualities, and who find the news depressing, and maybe find their 
hope running thin. 

 And there’s more.  Right after these Beatitudes, Jesus says, “YOU are the salt of 
the earth, YOU are the light of the world, YOU—you who feel weak and powerless and 
depressed because of the intransigence of evil—YOU who feel there’s so little you can 
do--YOU are the ones who preserve this world, who give it is flavor, who push back the 
darkness.   YOU are the ones who are giving the fragile, fragmentary, but very real 
signs that the Kingdom of Heaven has started to come to earth.” 

 My favorite Mennonite publication is the Mennonite World Review, which comes 
out of Newton, Kansas.   After I was done reading my depressing Hamilton Spectator 
last week, I went online to have a look at the Mennonite World Review.  These were 
among its leading stories:   

 From Port Harcourt, Nigeria.  Headline:  “Becoming Good Neighbors.” “Fruitful 
relationships between Muslims and Christians are possible, even in places wracked by 
interfaith violence.  More than 250 Bible school leaders took part in seminars on that 
subject.  They spoke of ways they hope to implement a spirit of peacemaking in their 
churches and personal lives.” 

 From Winnipeg, Manitoba:  Headline:  “Native Assembly pursues harmony.”  
“Harmony with creation was a dominant theme at Mennonite Church Canada’s Native 
Assembly in late July.   About 250 people gather around the theme “Ears to Earth, Eyes 
to God,” which focused on the many references in Scripture that tie people to creation 
and to the land they occupy and the implications this holds for people of faith.” 
  
 From Shirati, Tanzania. Headline:  “Mennonite Wells flowing for all.”  “Men from a 
neighboring village were watching clean water flow from a recently-installed pump on a 
well first dug by Mennonite workers 80 years ago.  They had heard rumors that because 
Mennonites had drilled the well, only Mennonites were allowed to use it.  An official from 
the Tanzania Mennonite Church assured them that that is not true.” 
 
 And  this story, from Harrisburg, PA:  “The next Mennonite World Conference will 
take place July 21-26, 2015.  Persons who attend will scatter to multiple sites before 
and after the assembly.  International visitors will worship in Anabaptist-related 
congregations.  And locals will be enriched by opening their homes and churches to 
‘family’ they would otherwise not have known.” 
 
 And finally, I must mention this item from an MCC newsletter that just came on 
Friday.  Headline:  “Young adults going north, south, east and west.”  “Young adults 
serving with MCC’s International Volunteer Exchange Program (IVEP) and Serving and 
Learning Together (SALT) finished orientation in late August and are now on the field, 
ready to serve.  Click here to see a collection of photos from orientation.  Maybe you’ll 
recognize someone!”  I clicked on the link, and I think I could just make out a young 
woman from St. Catharines, ON named Michaela Pries-Klassen. 
 



  When you get depressed by the news, Jesus suggests, look for stories like 
these, because they are examples of salt and light.  Pay attention to stories like these, 
because they are signs that the Kingdom of Heaven—yes, really, now—is starting to 
grow on earth.  And furthermore, Jesus says, if you are among the poor in spirit, the 
meek, the merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers, know you are well-positioned to 
receive that Kingdom, both when it appears in bits and pieces now, and when it comes 
in full, whenever that will be.  You are going to fit right in.  You are going to be at home 
there.  
 


