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A New Normal 
 
I was recently part of a large birthday celebration for a dear friend who turned 40 
years old. It was a typical celebration in many ways. Everyone had a beverage of 
choice in their hand, people were eating, folks were dressed up, we were laughing 
and sharing stories and memories with one another. Of course, this time, unlike in 
past years, it was not in her crowded condo in San Francisco. We celebrated and 
gathered via Zoom. I don’t know about you, but I’ve been a part of several 
celebrations this way, including surprise Zoom parties and even part of my own 
birthday celebration with my family was through this virtual space. This past week, I 
even got to “attend” my niece’s violin recital in New Mexico, via Zoom. Here we are 
worshiping via Zoom again. It’s part of the new normal of the lives we have been 
living over the past 7+ months.  
 
You see, by doing things like virtual celebrations, worship, baptisms, communion, 
recitals and meetings, we are trying our best to make things feel “normal” when we 
know they are not. I’m sure I’m not the only one who over the last several months 
has declared out loud, “I just want things to go back to normal!” like somehow that 
declaration will make things go back to some magical time pre-pandemic. And if you 
asked me to list it all, there are a lot of things that I wish would go back to “normal.” 
 
As I was reflecting on this, I realized that at least for my young children, and 
especially my 4 month old daughter who was born in the midst of all of this, what 
life looks like now is normal. Even my 3-year-old does not protest or question 
wearing a mask when we are in any public spaces, and he does not seem to think it’s 
strange to see people wearing masks at all. That’s their normal. This recent 
realization of their realities and their “normal” has led me to ask myself…well then, 
what exactly is “normal?” Who defines it anyway? Does normal just mean things that 
we’re used to and comfortable with? And if that’s the case and the primary 
definition, then should things go back to normal? 
 
If you grew up going to church, you have heard the Beatitudes and the sermon on 
the mount more than a handful of times. If Jesus had one primary sermon he 
preached over and over in different ways, it’s encompassed in these words that we 
just heard. And as I was reflecting and reading through the Beatitudes again this 
week, as I struggle between wanting things to go back to “normal” and facing the 
reality of what “normal” is these days, what stood out to me this time is the way that 
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Jesus is declaring what already is. He is not telling us that we have to do something 
or be something or act in a way before the blessing comes, but simply and 
beautifully states what is. “Blessed are…for they will be… blessed are…for theirs 
is…” They’re not a set of commandments or rules or regulations, but a description of 
a reality that Jesus knows, that he can see of how life is. In other words, here is 
“normal.” God’s normal. 
 
Now to frame this in its context, right before we began our scripture reading today, 
in Matthew chapter four, Jesus has just announced that the kingdom of heaven has 
come near and invited people to repent. The Greek word, for repent here, metanoia, 
has the connotation of “changing one’s course of action” and “transformation.” 
Professor Raj Nadella at Columbia Theological Seminary shares that within this 
literary context, the Beatitudes should be read as Jesus’ manifesto for 
transformation in the community he has just initiated and that these beatitudes 
reveal what the new community will look like. He writes, “The Beatitudes address 
those who experience various kinds of oppression as well as those who have been 
targeted because of their pursuit of righteousness. They promise blessings to each of 
these oppressed groups.” 
 
And so in the verses themselves Jesus tells us who they are. Blessed are the poor, 
those who mourn, the meek, the hungry, the merciful, the pure-hearted, the 
peacemakers and the persecuted…blessed are they. They’re the “lucky” ones… they 
are the ones who are blessed. This is the new community. This is God’s normal. 
 
Friends, if we take a moment to really absorb this, it does not make sense…and this 
definitely is not what we deem “normal” to us. We do not think this is normal 
because we too often associate the word “blessed” with having things and or gaining 
things and using the word when things go the way we want it to go, especially if it 
makes us richer, wiser, or more powerful. And lest I make it sound like I’m tricking 
you into thinking that the way we use “blessed” automatically sounds bad, it doesn’t. 
Listen to it… I say all the time that I’m blessed because I have…a car, a home, 
children, good health, food, and education…I always say that I’m blessed because I 
have something more…that’s the framework that I use it in too…and even though 
I’m preaching this sermon challenging us to think about what norms we associate 
with blessing in light of this passage, I know I will continue to say that I am blessed 
for those things. 
 
But I guess that’s part of the point I’m trying to make. God’s “normal” through these 
beatitudes is not the normal we see and experience in the world around us. And no 
matter how much we try to be a good person and live into what God is calling us to 
do and be, friends, we are up against continuous messaging that tells us that 
securing our own ease and comfort without regard to who it affects or oppresses is 
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somehow our right. We live in a world where greed seems to pay off and told that 
personal fulfillment comes through more shiny things. So we might like these 
blessings Jesus names here in theory, but the real practice and reality of it is hard to 
make sense of, I’m guessing for many of us. It’s even harder if we rarely find 
ourselves in those categories Jesus names as blessed. Now I honestly do not think 
that anyone here would say that they want to be on the side of the oppressor… of 
course we don’t, but if we are not honest with where we stand in the scope of 
reality, then it will only be harder for us to take steps and do the work for the 
change we know God is calling us into. And as people of God, we know we are being 
called into something different, don’t we? 
 
And so, what do these beatitudes mean for us today, then? Are they for us at all? We 
who are privileged, have enough to eat, self-sufficient and independent? 
 
Church, I want to share with you today that I do see a place for all of us in these 
words from Jesus. But the challenge for each one of us is that we need to honestly 
determine where we currently are in these words. And yes, I believe it can and does 
shift and change. 
 
Theologian Debie Thomas writes that Jesus in his wisdom recognizes the disparity 
between who these beatitudes address and the lived realities of those in his time. 
And so knowing this, she talks about how Jesus ties the language between the 
present and the future. “Blessed are… for they WILL be…” and she states and I 
believe that very acknowledgement… that there is a now and a not yet, a kingdom 
that is and a kingdom that is still coming, grants space and an allowance for each 
one of us to decide what we will do, how we will be, and how we can help bring 
forth God’s normal as the new normal. Thy kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven. 
 
And on this All Saints’ Day, as we remember and honor those who have gone before 
us, I am comforted by the realization that we are not the first ones to struggle. We 
are not the first ones to try and figure out how to get it right or where we stand in 
the place of things. We can remember, honor, and acknowledge those who have 
gone before us who tried their best to pave a way for us to be and to live in this 
world faithfully…and then friends, we can also do better. We have to do better. 
 
When we continue to see people in power abusing their power blatantly, we know 
something is wrong. THAT is not a blessing…we know that…and as a result, when 
we find ourselves or discover that we sit in positions of power, I think we are more 
and more hesitant to claim that we are privileged because it feels like it implies we 
do not work hard for what we have. But the truth is that some start lines can be 
miles ahead of others based on nothing one has done. It’s not a cause to feel guilt, 
but a realization that this sermon that Jesus preaches on the mount, it was 
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revolutionary then and it’s still revolutionary now. It comforts some, discomforts 
others, and is an invitation to struggle with God’s normal and reality that God seeks 
for all of God’s children. Author Elizabeth Lesser put it this way: “Sometimes the 
very evils we want to fight in the world, the broken behaviors we blame on others, 
are also alive in us and in need of our attention, our kindness, our understanding, 
our healing. Sometimes what we long to see changed in the world is an inside job.”  
 
We are to join God in bringing about this kingdom, this new normal that God is 
prophetically speaking into… blessed are, for theirs is…it’s already and not yet. And 
it’s not just a hope for one day, but Jesus demonstrates through his time on earth 
that it is something to be lived into and acted out with our lives. We don’t just sit 
back and watch it happen, we are invited to participate in making it a reality. It’s not 
easy though. Man, it’s not easy. 
 
Frederick Buechner writes it this way: “The world says, ‘Mind your own business,’ 
and Jesus says, ‘There is no such thing as your own business.’ The world says, 
‘Follow the wisest course and be a success,’ and Jesus says, ‘Follow me and be 
crucified.’ The world says, ‘Drive carefully — the life you save may be your own’ — 
and Jesus says, ‘Whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life 
for my sake will find it.’ The world says, ‘Law and order,’ and Jesus says, ‘Love.’ The 
world says, ‘Get’ and Jesus says, ‘Give.’ 
 
Again, Debie Thomas writes, “This is not prosperity theology. This is not “blessing” 
as health, wealth, and happiness. This is a teaching so costly, so soul-rattling, so 
unpalatable, that most of us will do anything to domesticate or ignore it.” 

Friends, we are days away from a critical election here in the United States. As we 
hear again these words from Jesus, where are you choosing to stand? What norms 
are you attending to and do any of them align with God’s normal you see in this 
scripture? What gives you pause and what fuels you into action? 

No matter what happens, months or even years from now, life is going to go back to 
“normal”. But friends, do not let this present time be a missed opportunity for what 
a new normal could be. Thomas writes, “But *because* even when that time comes, 
the challenge and the invitation of Jesus’ beatitudes will remain. Will God’s normal 
become ours?  Will we center, privilege, and bless what matters most to God?” And 
can we live into that new normal now? Friends, can we? Will you? 

Blessed are…for they will be… may you find yourself in these words and may a little 
more of God’s normal be a part of our lived reality. May it be so. Amen. 


