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

 
“Poor in Spirit” 

(Matthew 5:3) 
 

Dan Collison  
September 11, 2016 

 
Teaching Series Overview 
 
1. Today is the first Sunday of a new teaching series we have titled “Why We Gather.” The city block 

where our community of faith gathers is being reconstructed over a 14-month period of time. The 
purpose of this teaching series is to provide a focused field of discovery and navigation during a 
season of disruption such that we are able to listen to God and one another during a season of 
change in order to refine our community’s identity and mission for years to come. It’s a tall order, I 
know! 
 
It’s a tall order because living life in 2016, and living a vibrant Christian faith in 2016, is 
complicated. Culture wars, generational divides, socio-economic disparities, unprecedented 
political rancor, the decline of institutional Christianity and globalization are only a few pressure 
points that define our day to day life. And, some days I just want to make it all stop, or at least 
slow it all down to better understand all that is happening.  
 

2. I wish I could be like the Peter Parker character of the 2000 Spiderman series, who, at the point 
he awakened to his superpowers realized that that his “spidy” senses enabled him to think and 
react so fast that it was as if time slowed down long enough for him to hear even the smallest 
sound, and see multi-dimensionally such that he was completely awake and aware to everything! 
But, especially to moments of danger.  
 
And, rather than having to be panicked, and flailing about against all that he feared, he was able 
to avoid danger by mostly being aware and flexible. Seriously aware and unbelievably flexible—
Open to the truth that avoiding a blow from a bully can be as effective and sometimes more 
effective than trying to land a blow of your own.  
 
And, of course, when facing a bully twice our size, who wouldn’t want to have the limb movement 
of a spider, the agility of a ninja, the vision of an eagle and the leaping ability of an antelope, the 
strength and instinct of a Marvel Comic super hero? So, that only at just the right moment we can 
make the move that holds evil at bay and rights the balance of justice in the universe.  
 
Yeah. That would be pretty cool. And, kinda weird because outside of fantasy comic books and 
movies, no one has all of that!  
 

3. Since none of us has all of that, and even between all of us we still fall short of Spider Man super 
powers or the ability to slow down our wild and crazy existence in the 21st century-- our teaching 
series is going to do the next best thing. We are going to spread out our teaching so that we can 
move slowly through essential content and themes.  
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So, here is what we are going to do. A recent study out of Harvard titled, “How We Gather” 
describes six emerging themes with which most people today, religious or not, spend their time 
and resources in order to infuse their lives with meaning:   
 

 

 
 

 
“Community,” “Personal Transformation,” “Social Transformation,” “Purpose Finding,” “Creativity,” 
and “Accountability.” Over the next several months we are going to bring inquiry to the 
intersections of these six themes and the teachings of Jesus with the goal of more deeply 
understanding why we as Christ followers gather.  
 

4. Before I briefly describe our variations on the six themes, I am pleased to acknowledge and thank 
Lisa Albinson, one of our artists in residence, for her brilliant use a Chinese puzzle form called 
“tangram.” Lisa came up with the idea of visually building one puzzle piece at a time until the final 
image is complete over the eight weeks of each section. Oh—another big thank you to Heather 
Albinson, Lisa’s wife, the other First Covenant Artist in Residence who created the stop motion 
video bumper for our series that was played at the beginning of the sermon! 
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The “Poor in Spirit” Beatitude 
 
1. Today’s teaching of our first segment is titled, “Poor in Spirit” because the entire first segment will 

use Jesus’ Beatitudes from Matthew chapter 5 as a framework for us seeking to grow as a 
community devoted to God, neighbor, and one another. To familiarize ourselves with Jesus’ 
beatitudes, they are the beginning of the famous three chapter “Sermon on the Mount” which 
many consider the heart and soul of Christian thought and ethics. This is where Jesus’ famous 
“turn the other cheek” and “love your enemy” reside.  
 
And, it all begins with these eight beatitudes: 

 
1 Now when Jesus saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples 
came to him, 2 and he began to teach them. 

He said: 
3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, 
    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
4 Blessed are those who mourn, 
    for they will be comforted. 
5 Blessed are the meek, 
    for they will inherit the earth. 
6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 
    for they will be filled. 
7 Blessed are the merciful, 
    for they will be shown mercy. 
8 Blessed are the pure in heart, 
    for they will see God. 
9 Blessed are the peacemakers, 
    for they will be called children of God. 
10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 
    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
11 “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil 
against you because of me. 12 Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, 
for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 
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Matthew 5:1-11. NIV 

 
2. How are we to understand these beatitudes, you might be asking? These 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 unbearably difficult. For instance, today’s 
beatitude that helps us grow a community devoted to God, neighbor, and one another is Matthew 
5:3: 
 

3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, 
    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

The first of two thoughts here is “blessed are the poor in spirit”. “Blessed” here means “happy are 
you.” “Poor in spirit” is a little more complicated because of a few reasons. First, because on one 
level it can mean literally “poor” as in impoverished. The Gospel biographer Luke was the only 
other gospel writer to include the beatitudes, and he interpreted Jesus slightly different than 
Matthew. And, only included four of the eight beatitudes choosing to frame them more dualistically 
than Matthew. For instance: 

 
 “Blessed are you who are poor, 
    for yours is the kingdom of God. 
 
24 “But woe to you who are rich, 
    for you have already received your comfort. 
 

Luke 6:20b; 24. NIV 
 

3. Matthew’s account of Jesus’ beatitudes holds a more open and wider horizon of meaning. He 
didn’t choose a stark compare and contrast framework. And, rather than just saying “Blessed are 
you who are poor” Matthew wrote that Jesus said, “Blessed are those who are poor in spirit,” a 
nuanced and larger meaning for sure.  
 
Thinking across the sweep of Scripture, to be poor in spirit can mean many things. It can mean 
that one is in the humble estate of being financial poor, and also it could mean one’s chosen life 
posture--as in choosing to be humble, not assuming to have everything figured out, able to let go 
of fear of suffering, or to be self-important. To be poor in spirit can mean that we avoid what 
America is known for—rugged individualism, and choose to be aware and find strength in being 
grounded with interdependence upon God and others for meaning and purpose.  
 

4. Those are some ways we can be poor in spirit, but there is one more big way to be poor in spirit. 
There is an ancient tradition of compassion, mercy, and justice in our faith that looks to the edges 
and bottom of society to understand and be in solidarity with the intrinsically poor in spirit who live 
in such spaces. And, in some cases we choose to live on the margins and the edges along with 
God’s special concern for all who are “poor.” This is why Jesus took alternative walking paths 
through criminalized neighborhoods and among people who were considered enemies to people 
in his religion of origin. And, it is why he touched the diseased and scheduled time to be at the 
healing pools where people with disabilities were dumped.  
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In sum, the broader teaching of Scripture on who is poor in spirit is all of these things. So, how is it 
possible that happiness will come to those who are poor in spirit in these multitude of ways? 
 

5. To answer that we need to turn to the second half of today’s beatitude which is “For theirs is the 
Kingdom of Heaven.” In the Scriptures the “Kingdom of Heaven” is a broad construct built with the 
scaffolding of what Jesus described creatively through his own lived life, and dozens of parables 
and illustrations. It includes such big thoughts as grace, faith, hope and love. And, it is framed by 
very interesting thresholds such as these Jesus thoughts: 

 
• “Unless you become like children you will never understand the kingdom of heaven”1 

 
• “The kingdom of God is like the miracle of how organic matter grows, especially seeds 

because while it can start small in someone’s life, it can grow beyond our wildest 
imagination.”2 

 
• “Wealth has a unique ability to blur our vision of God’s reality, so we need to be careful in 

the way we think about money.”3 
 

• “The kingdom of heaven is like bridesmaids getting ready for a wedding…you have to work 
at it, but it is a party, so its worth it!”4 

 
• “The kingdom of heaven includes good and the bad people, and it sifts the good and the 

bad…”5 
 

6. And there are dozens more aspects about the Kingdom of heaven that Jesus talked about--all that 
tell us that our Creator God is involved in the human experience and our choice to live out certain 
patterns and specific ways of thinking will help us realize more of God’s reality in our day to day 
lives. I say this because some of the time, our reality is not God’s reality, and we have to be 
awakened to God’s reality, and choose to live it.  
 
And, one pathway to awaken to the reality or kingdom of God is to be poor in spirit in our essence 
or by choice, or both. Because, Jesus seems to be saying here, that God and the kingdom of God 
flows toward those who are poor in spirit. Happiness flows to those who are grounded in a humble 
existence and live in solidarity with those who are poor in spirit. 
 

7. So, what does this look like in our day to day lives, and while trying to building a meaningful 
Christian community? It can mean thoughtful participation in the many and good programs that 
church’s like First Covenant’s homelessness shelter, early childhood center, free legal aid clinic, 
arts collective, and so on. But, if it is to be a way of life, and if happiness is to come to us in all 
facets of our day to day reality, than there has to be a larger idea behind Jesus’ teaching than 
church participation, or Christian religious activities for that matter.  

 

                                                 
1 Matthew 18:3. 
2 Mark 4:26-29. 
3 Matthew 19. 
4 Matthew 22 and 25. 
5 Matthew 13. 
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Being poor in spirit has to be a way of seeing all of life. A way of seeing the bottom and edges of all of 
life and choosing to go to those edges to be present and with love--not to fix or have all of the 
solutions, but to be present to heal through embodied interdependence with God and one another.  
 
Building a Community of Those Who Are Poor in Spirit  
 
1. What does that look like? Let me give you one example from our community. Marty Stone owns a 

business called “Assistive Technology Engineering and Consultation.” Marty engineers adaptive 
technologies for people with physical and mental disabilities covering an array of products from 
wheelchairs to toys.  

 

         
 
And, in his work (that I have to say, after visiting his workspace looks more like play than work) 
Marty is constantly on the lookout for assisting not only those with physical impairments, but also 
those who assist those with physical impairments. Like Dannell, Peter, and Leo Shu, who are the 
family that surrounds Levi… 
 

        
 

…who is a child that was born with severe brain damage, blindness, hearing impairment, fragile 
digestive and respiratory systems to only begin to describe his physical and mental struggles. 
Three weeks after Levi was born doctors sent him home to die. Except, he didn’t die and because 
of the love of his family, the tireless 24 hour a day care of the family and a caravan of 
professionals, Levi is now six years old. He has Minneapolis Public teachers come to his home 
and the family continues to explore the edges of Levi’s cognitive and physical growth, all the while 
realizing that at any moment he could die from his frail state of being. 
 

2. The term used for Levi’s care is “Palliative Pediatric Care,” a specialized field of patient and 
family-centered care that optimizes quality of life by anticipating, preventing, and treating suffering 
throughout the continuum of illness. Meaning, that the care does not largely change the 
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individual’s condition, but rather creates a communal space where they are held in their illness or 
sever disabilities.  
 
I had the privilege of visiting Levi this week in his home to learn more about how the family lives 
day to day life. It was like meeting a host of people who are committed to looking to the edges and 
foundations of human need and breathing joy and love in that space. Levi is the center of that joy 
and expresses his connection to you mostly through touch, minimal eye movements, and some 
occasional gurgles. I learned that he likes the color red and doesn’t want to be left out of family 
play. Fortunately, I had a tie with red on it, and we had some delightful connection. 
 

3. What I admired most was how everyone had intense connection and it reminded me of what 
Christian author Thomas Reynolds said in a book titled “Vulnerable Communion”: 

 
“Disability need not be denied, decried or overcome as an incomplete humanity, a defect 
indicating failure or sin. Full personhood is neither diminished by disability nor confirmed by 
ability. Instead it is a factor of the interdependent relationships we share with one another as 
creatures loved into being by God and the image of God.” 6 

 
This thinking, who Levi is, and what those surrounding him do to live in community with Levi is one 
specific idea of what it means to be the poor in spirit and have happiness and the kingdom of God 
flow to us like rivers of joy.  
 
And, I find Marty Stone’s work of creating adaptive technologies of particular interest because in 
creating such things as eye and breath triggers for the physically impaired he models what it 
means to both see those on the margins and bring creative thinking into that space that give 
personal empowerment. One of the things that Marty aspires to do is help all physically disabled 
children be able to operate toys such as squirt guns so they can mess with their siblings and 
parents. I love that!  

 
4. Marty and his family are a gift to this community and the broader world, but they are just one 

example of dozens of you in this community who model the poor in spirit life. And, we need to find 
one another’s stories, share our stories, and encourager each other in them. Because, in doing so 
we are throwing miracle grow on the soil of all that we are becoming! 

 
Conclusion  
 
Those who are poor in spirit inspire and grow a community that is devoted to God, neighbor and one 
another because they are “kingdom of God magnets.” That is this week’s focus. Next week we will 
look at the second of Jesus’ beatitudes in Matthew chapter 5: “Blessed are those who mourn, for they 
will be comforted.” And, with every week of the “Why We Gather” series it is our desire that each of us 
individually, and all of us collectively, grow in the humble mystery of interdependent relationships with 
God and one another. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
6 Thomas E Reynolds, Vulnerable Communion A theology of Disability and Hospitality, Page 42. 
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Prayer 
 
God of all things, meet us in our journey of exploring why it is that we gather to be a community 
centered on Christ and in love with you and our neighbor. In our journey to be poor in spirit, help us to 
resist material and ideological certitudes that often lead to separateness. And, help us to welcome the 
humbling mystery of interdependent relationships with God and one another. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we remember that happiness flows toward those who resist material 
and ideological certitudes that often lead to separateness and welcome the humbling mystery of 
interdependent relationships with God and one another. Go in Peace. Amen. 


