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WHY WE GATHER 
Growing a Community Devoted to God, Neighbor, and One Another 

 
“Hunger and Thirst” 

(Matthew 5:6) 
 

Dan Collison  
October 2, 2016 

 
Dramatic Poem Reading 
 

“Hope” 
By Victoria Safford. 
 
Our mission is to plant ourselves at the gates of Hope— 
Not the prudent gates of Optimism, 
Which are somewhat narrower. 
Not the stalwart, boring gates of Common Sense; 
Nor the strident gates of Self-Righteousness, 
Which creak on shrill and angry hinges 
Nor the cheerful, flimsy garden gate of 
“Everything is gonna’ be all right.” 
But a different, sometimes lonely place, 
The place of truth-telling, 
About your own soul first of all and its condition. 
The place of resistance and defiance, 
The piece of ground from which you see the world 
Both as it is and as it could be 
As it will be; 
The place from which you glimpse not only struggle, 
But the joy of the struggle. 
And we stand there, all of us, beckoning and calling, 
Telling people what we are seeing 
Asking people what they see. 

 
Introduction 

 
1. I have an older brother whose name is Mike. He loves food! In his younger years he was a pastor 

and shared with me a personal story of food and hospitality that we talk about to this day. In the 
1990’s he was extended an offer to become a youth pastor for a church in Long Island, NY. He 
and his wife Linda accepted the offer and moved eight hundred miles away from family in 
Southwest Michigan to begin the job the first of December, which meant not returning to Michigan 
for that Christmas. 

 
There were several Long Island Italian families in the church who extended Christmas meal 
invitations to Mike and Linda, but they said yes to “Tony and Alice; and Vinny and Sue.” They 
arrived at Tony and Alice’s around noon. The appetizers were fantastic and Mike, a voracious 
eater and a big guy, ate heartily. After a time in the living room playing guitar and trading stories, 
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they were called to the table for dinner. As Mike describes it, “it was a ‘pasta-riffic’ meal featuring 
lasagna, garlic bread, Italian salad, all which left a visit to The Olive Garden restaurant looking 
mighty average by comparison.” Mike piled his plate full and ate two large cheesy slabs of the 
awesome homemade lasagna. 
 

2. As they finished eating and returned to the living room he could hear and see Alice on the 
periphery working in the kitchen--which was confusing because she was cleaning up and seemed 
to be cooking again. About a half an hour later Alice called everyone back to a re-set dinner table 
and began to bring out a jumbo turkey and traditional American holiday fare. “But we just ate…” 
Mike uttered, not knowing what to think. Tony spoke up with a light laugh, “Pu-leease, that was 
just the pasta course.” 
 
Mike was in trouble.  
 
As the mashed potatoes and ham and turkey and stuffing and rolls flowed around the large oval 
table, he declined it. “What, you don’t like my cooking?” Alice served up piping hot guilt. “Its just 
that I’m pretty full.” replied Mike. “Whose going to eat all this food?” she added with a mournful 
face. “Okay,” Mike offered and began to take kid-sized portions of everything. 

 
Within the hour the table was reset with pies, cheesecakes, and sweets. Mike was way beyond 
full, but, as with many Americans, when items from the refined sugar food group arrive on a dinner 
table—like the account of Jesus’ Birth in Bethlehem, even if the inn is full you can always find 
room somewhere! 
 

3. About four-thirty PM Mike and Linda thanked Tony and Alice and headed to their big fat Italian 
Christmas part II: Vinny and Sue’s. Having offered their story of overindulgence, they were given a 
bit of a pass. But the cook was a professional chef and the food that circled their table was 
unbelievably alluring. Mike recalls guzzled several Diet Cokes hoping for some carbonated relief. 
It worked sort of.   
 
Finally, after arriving home at the end of the night, around midnight Mike crawled tenderly into his 
free-flowing waterbed. (remember, it was the early 90s!) Exhausted from the marathon eating, he 
fell fast asleep but about an hour later he shot awake in a cold sweat head to toe. His multiple big, 
fat Italian Christmas meals might have come as a surprise but his body had an exit strategy and 
the timing was not up to him.  

 
That night Mike learned an important cultural lesson about Italian food hospitality: pace yourself! 
And, he never remembers a time in his life that he was that “stuffed”!  
 
Hold that thought for just a moment. 

 
4. We are in the beginning phases of a teaching series that is covering six major themes that explore 

why we gather as a Christian community. This segment and theme is “Growing a Community 
Devoted to God, Neighbor, and One Another” with an emphasis on valuing and fostering deep 
relationships that center on service to others. And, our Scripture for this opening theme is the 
eight Beatitudes of Jesus as recorded in Matthew chapter 5. The beatitudes are not formulas for 
success or a way to find happiness so much as ways to see the world and live such that 
happiness finds us in all things, even in that which is difficult. 
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Today’s beatitude is: 

 
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 
    for they will be filled. 

Matthew 5:6. NIV 
 
5. This is a sermon on the theme of “righteousness,” but in my Scripture study I was entertained by 

what biblical Greek scholars say about the word “filled.” Most people think about the word “filled” 
in terms such as filling a glass full of water or filling a pot with soil. The word Matthew heard Jesus 
use was a graphic word used also for fattening animals and means more like being “stuffed.”12 So, 
you can see how my mind turned to my brother and his Italian feast. Blessed are those who 
hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be stuffed with righteousness like a double Italian 
Christmas dinner! Awesome! 

 
But, what is “righteousness” and do we really want to be stuffed with it? Righteousness as a word 
or concept, after all, is easily associated with people who seek to “be right all of the time.” It’s 
true—some religious people in general and legalistic Christians in specific believe that hungering 
and thirsting for righteousness means you are to not only have THE answer for everything, their 
answer is God’s answer. Sadly, the “righteousness equals right answers” ethic, more often than 
not, has little nuance, rarely considers the complexities and ongoing learning about the human 
experience, and perhaps most difficult of all in regards to Christian legalism—doesn’t look 
anything like Jesus. 

 
6. This is why Jesus clarified that “righteousness as right answers” was not righteousness at all. It 

was only a few verses later where Matthew recorded Jesus as saying: 
 

For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers 
of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven. 

Matthew 5:20. NIV 
 

The Pharisees and the teachers of the law were infamous for having things all figured out and 
drilled down into hundreds of enforceable laws that formed the basis of what we could call a 
“meritocracy with God”—obey all of the laws, God loves and blessed you more. Disobey any of 
the laws, and God will curse you. And, of course, if you break any of the codes and laws, you will 
be excluded from the community as well.  
 
Jesus not only broke most of those laws he taught his followers: you have to do better than this to 
experience life as God intended it! Meaning, that meritocracy was a completely inverted approach 
to righteousness. Again, sadly, most people who have been in the church (me included) have 
largely been shaped by a personal moralistic rule keeping meritocracy. Probably because it is 
easy to shame one another over petty sins and self-righteousness can feel strangely good. It’s a 
form of personal power, even as it denies God’s framework of grace given to us to transform our 
brokenness, not lawyer and shame it. 

                                                
1 http://biblehub.com/greek/5526.htm (accessed 10-1-16) 
2 Such hunger and thirst will be fully satisfied: chortazomai, a graphic word used also for fattening animals, implies being 
well filled, as in 14:20, colloquially being “stuffed.”France, R.T.. The Gospel of Matthew (New International Commentary 
on the New Testament) (p. 168). Eerdmans Publishing Co - A. Kindle Edition. 
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7. The net meaning of what Jesus had to say about righteousness invites us to a higher plane of 

consciousness than rule keeping. Jesus taught… 
 

• That the two greatest commandments above all others are to love God and love neighbor. 
• To forgive constantly. 
• To bring good news to the poor, to those disadvantaged, to those misunderstood, and to 

those left out. 
• To give ourselves to the brutally hard work of dismantling structural human oppression 
• To be kind 
• To be generous 
• That love of money has the capacity to ruin relationships 
• To pray for forgiveness and to pray one another’s help and healing 

 
I could go on and on. And, all of this tells us that righteousness isn’t about being right, it’s about 
having right relationships. Righteousness is about be connected to one another and to God. That 
is why the path of righteousness is a journey of working toward right relationships with God and 
neighbor. And, if we hunger for right relationships, Jesus promised that we will be stuffed with right 
relationships.  

 
The first right relationship we are to be concerned about is our relationship with our Creator. This is 
the inward journey of righteousness.  
 
A. The Inward Journey of Righteousness 
 
1. This is key because, if our righteousness is to exceed the self-righteousness of the religious rule 

keepers, having a right relationship with God has to transcend even our own rule keeping, 
shaming, and self-righteousness. This is tricky work because human beings are a paradox 
through and through.  
 
Theologically speaking--we were created and infused with original blessing to be our best selves. 
We are beloved and nothing can take that away. And, because of the mystery of such things as 
independent consciousness and personal will we also exist with what theologians call original sin. 
Original blessing and original sin. We are both like two sides of the same coin and that is never 
going to change. 
 

2. And, because we are two sides of the same coin, our inward journey of righteousness is most 
healthful when we choose what I will call “seeing” over shaming. In fact, shaming and berating our 
sin does little more than to encourage us to try to hide it better. Our sin nature is like an 
undomesticated animal not used to being around humans—it is spooked easily. But, for some 
reason and over and again, we think that by putting our sin in stockades the likes of the Minnesota 
Renaissance festival where we and others heap insults on it, that it will get better. I once had a 
Christian tell me, “Dan, you need to remind me of my sin in every sermon….beat me, Dan. Beat 
me.”  
 
I wanted to say, “is your memory that bad, or are you somehow trying to make your sin my fault?” 
I didn’t say that, though. Inside voice! 
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3. In contrast to shaming, the practice of “seeing” our sin is to be honest (daily) that it is there and to 
acknowledge that it is not a surprise to God. Not even a little. And, ask deeper questions as to 
why we are either being tempted or stuck in some repeated pattern of behavior that betrays our 
belovedness. The inward journey of righteousness is not a meritocracy so God is not going to love 
us any more or any less, so we might as well be completely honest and do the inner work to get to 
the root of what is missing or broken in our lives that may be fueling our sin. And, then from that 
point and with the help of God, change course. 

 
“But, wait just a minute,” you might say—“I have read passages of Scripture that say God loves 
me more when I am more perfect. After all Jesus said, ‘be perfect like our heavenly Father is 
perfect.’” That reference is also in Matthew Chapter 5 after the beatitudes and is case in point to 
the deconstruction of meritocracy because of the broader context of that Bible verse. Right after 
Jesus teaches that we are to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us, and the 
God’s goodness is given to good and evil people alike, Jesus says “If you love those who love 
you, what reward will you get? If you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than 
others…Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”3 So, said in a different way--be 
more perfect in the way we love one another in our imperfections and sin! 
 

4. Righteousness is the journey toward right relationship. And, here is the deal (and why Scripture 
can be so challenging to read and interpret)—while there are some passages of Scripture that 
point to the idea that God loves us more when we sin less, and loves us less when we sin more. 
There are also scriptures that point to the exact opposite. They are mostly Jesus teachings and 
parables, but many Scriptures point to the idea that God loves us more when we sin and esteems 
us when we are honest about our sin and feels sorrow that we have to suffer its effect in our 
lives.4  

 
5. Our creator doesn’t sit idly by, though, leaving us to wallow in our brokenness. We are told in 

Scripture by John, the fourth Gospel biographer, that the Holy Spirit of God convicts the world 
about sin, righteousness and judgement.5 The word “convict” can be turned by people in two 
directions, one toward judgement and the other toward bringing awareness. That is why John 
framed Jesus’ teaching on the Holy Spirit as God the Spirit being our counselor and our advocate. 
The word used by John is “paraclete” meaning “the one who answers the call.”  

 
God is never our adversary. We may be our adversary. Others may be our adversary. Sin may be 
our adversary. The trials of being human may feel like many adversaries. But, God is always our 
advocate and that is essential to remember such that we “see” our sin and seek renewal and not 
shame our sin and cause it to hide and spread because we are not honest about it being a part of 
who we are.  

 
6. Hear this idea stated most clearly: Sin is its own punishment. Think about that. And, while the life, 

death, and resurrection of Jesus tackles some of the deeper mysteries of sin and forgiveness on 
the highest level of our createdness, our wrestling with personal sin in our journey of relational 
righteousness with God is one in which sin is its own punishment, and God is at the ready to help 
and heal, forgive and restore.  

 

                                                
3 Matthew 5:43-48. 
4 Matthew 18:12. Aggregate of tax collectors and sinners narratives, etc. 
5 John 16:8. 
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Those are a few perspectives about the inward journey of righteousness as right relationship with 
God that can reform the way we have right relationship with neighbor. Because, if we treat ourselves 
with shame and judgement, we are likely to treat others with shame and judgement. The inward 
journey of righteousness is connected to the outward journey of righteousness. And, they at the same 
time are very different journeys.  
 
B. The Outward Journey of Righteousness 
 
1. Jesus’ outward journey of righteousness was most clearly framed by Luke, the third gospel 

biographer in the New Testament. Luke recounted Jesus’ inaugural address to his ministry in 
Jesus’ hometown of Nazareth in which Jesus engaged a passage of scripture from Isaiah holding 
it as both his identity and his mission: 

 
“The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
    because he has anointed me 
    to proclaim good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 
    and recovery of sight for the blind, 
to set the oppressed free, 
19     to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

 
Luke 4:18-19 quoting Isaiah 61:1. NIV 

 
This so clearly speaks to the journey of right relationships. God is intimately concerned about the 
poor, prisoners and the oppressed. Why? Because they are being excluded. And, when human 
beings are excluded for unjust reasons or with no hope for re-entry—they are set up to become 
either destitute and despondent, or angry and extremist. That train of thought could be a sermon 
in itself.  
 

2. What I want to focus on for this sermon, though, is the manner with which we choose to walk the 
outward journey of righteousness that places us alongside the poor, the prisoners and the 
oppressed. Some of us here may be the poor, the prisoners and the oppressed, but everyone is 
invited by Jesus to live in solidarity with the poor, the prisoners and the oppressed and that comes 
with some real challenges and threats.  
 
At the point Jesus acknowledged who he was and laid out his mission to his hometown religious 
community they raged against him, physically drove him out of town and attempted to throw him 
off a cliff. This was double injury. These were his closest relatives, neighbors and spiritual 
community of origin. And, up until that exact moment of engaging Isaiah 61:1 personally, it is 
highly likely he was an esteemed regional rabbi or teacher who had returned home to a hero’s 
welcome. But, in the eyes of his friends, he went from hero to devil in a hot minute.  
 

3. Why? Partially because he was claiming to be the one sent from God. The Messiah. But, also 
because his message was a message of liberation and inclusion.  

 
24 “Truly I tell you,” he continued, “no prophet is accepted in his hometown. 25 I assure you that 
there were many widows in Israel in Elijah’s time, when the sky was shut for three and a half 
years and there was a severe famine throughout the land. 26 Yet Elijah was not sent to any of 
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them, but to a widow in Zarephath in the region of Sidon. 27 And there were many in Israel with 
leprosy in the time of Elisha the prophet, yet not one of them was cleansed—only Naaman the 
Syrian.” 
28 All the people in the synagogue were furious when they heard this. 29 They got up, drove him 
out of the town, and took him to the brow of the hill on which the town was built, in order to 
throw him off the cliff. 30 But he walked right through the crowd and went on his way. 

Luke 4: 24-30. NIV 
 
Look at the Scripture behind me. It points out that Jesus positioned the non-Jewish widow of 
Zarepthah and Naaman the Syrian as beneficiaries of God’s blessings and love and by connection 
telling his hometown that their hearts were hard---THAT was the moment that they became furious 
and attempted to throw him off a cliff. 

 
4. Sadly, this is how it goes for Christ followers who hunger and thirst for an outward journey of right 

relationship amongst all people groups of society and in regards to such important relationships as 
our relationship with the care of the earth and its resources. Name the topic, “ism” or phobia: mass 
incarceration, avoidable environmental disasters, racism, sexism, homophobia, and islamophobia-
-hope bearers who hunger and thirst for righteousness enter into those conflicts and are quashed, 
liberation advocates are expelled, and peace makers who hunger and thirst for righteousness get 
crucified. Most often by their own religious traditions.  

 
That is why it is so important to walk the outward path of righteousness less like a hero and more 
like a healer. (repeat) It is true that we need the courage of a hero, but we need the focus of 
healers because, like Jesus, the wounded healer, the fulfillment of righteousness is not a one-time 
win. The journey of outward righteousness is best paced out on the timeline of all our life in which 
we focus our resources and external energies on the areas of relational conflict that we sense 
God is asking us to lean into, and for which life experience has prepared us to sustain over time. 

 
Conclusion 
 
1. Now, returning to the original story of my brother Mike’s over-stuffed Italian Christmas dinners--in 

both our inward and outward journey of righteousness we need to pace ourselves. The filling or 
“stuffing” of righteousness that Jesus spoke of flows from a lifetime buffet of holiness, 
compassion, mercy and justice. It is so easy to burn ourselves to a crisp if we do not learn to (in 
our belovedness and empowerment of the Holy Spirit) create containers that can hold the sin and 
pain of ourselves and just as importantly, the sin and pain of others.  
 
The concept of creating containers is not like putting food in Tupperware to be eaten later or 
frozen then forgotten. It is more like the holding space of waiting and treatment rooms in a doctor’s 
office where with the help and grace of God and others, we learn how to heal that which can be 
healed and strengthen the character of our souls to be strong enough to hold that “which just is.”  
 
And, even more in regards to the outward journey—we need containers because relationships 
take time and it is only over time that we more fully feel the joy of deeper relationships forged in 
the crucible of human conflict while practicing compassion, mercy, and justice.  
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2. To conclude our teaching we are going to hear the brief opening poem “Hope,” by Victoria Safford, 
read two more times with the words on the screen.  

 
“Hope” 
By Victoria Safford. 
 
Our mission is to plant ourselves at the gates of Hope— 
Not the prudent gates of Optimism, 
Which are somewhat narrower. 
Not the stalwart, boring gates of Common Sense; 
Nor the strident gates of Self-Righteousness, 
Which creak on shrill and angry hinges 
Nor the cheerful, flimsy garden gate of 
“Everything is gonna’ be all right.” 
But a different, sometimes lonely place, 
The place of truth-telling, 
About your own soul first of all and its condition. 
The place of resistance and defiance, 
The piece of ground from which you see the world 
Both as it is and as it could be 
As it will be; 
The place from which you glimpse not only struggle, 
But the joy of the struggle. 
And we stand there, all of us, beckoning and calling, 
Telling people what we are seeing 
Asking people what they see. 

 
In each reading and for the purpose of personal applications--I invite us to pay attention to what 
words or themes emerge as important to your journey. If you have a pen or pencil, write it down. 
Or, use your smart phone to take notes. There may be more than one idea and the idea could be 
God’s Spirit speaking to a strength to be celebrated and leaned into more robustly. Or, it could be 
something that has been denied or unaddressed that needs some work. 
 
Let’s listen to what God might be saying to us about our inward and outward journey of 
righteousness.  

 
Prayer 
 
God who created the concept of righteousness, is the only giver of righteousness, and who invites us 
to walk the path of righteousness that we may be stuffed with it---We pray that you help us to ground 
right thinking and right practice in right relationships. May these connections begin between you and 
us individually and flow to us and others generously.  
 
God, our Creator, awaken us to our profound belovedness and help us to be honest about that which 
is broken as well. Jesus, our Savior, help us to imitate you in every way possible. Holy Spirit, our 
advocate, give us strength for our day to day journey of working toward right relationships with all that 
is. God, Three in One, we pray in Jesus’ name. Amen 
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Benediction 
 
As the new week now begins, may we see the path of righteousness as a journey of working toward 
right relationships with God and neighbor, and all that touches our lives. 
 
Go in peace. Amen. 
 


