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Friends of God, you will recall since the beginning of the year we engaged in a conversation about the language of our faith.  Many of you have recommended words that we might, together, take up and take a part as part of worship and in Sunday School.  This morning we find ourselves plumbing the meaning of the biblical concept of blessing.

In the Deuteronomy text Bunny read the Hebrew word for blessing, or to bless, is barak.
  In the Old Testament this fascinating word has two distinct meanings.  When it is used, as it is in Deuteronomy; when it is used to describe God’s response to humankind, it carries the meaning of God bestowing good things on God’s creation.  It communicates God beneficence in offering the benefits of abundance, posterity, love and joy.  Blessing, as it is used in the Deuteronomy text, is a classic display of God’s pouring out of material joy.  You will be given good things in the city, you will be given good things in the country, you will have abundance when you go out and prosperity when you come in.  Your barns will be full, your basinets will be full, your bellies will be full as you choose to follow God.  Whenever the word blessing is used to describe what God has initiated, to describe God’s relationship to humankind it connotes the good things God has or God will give.

Yet the word barak has a different meaning when it is used to describe humankind’s response to God.  When humankind initiates the blessing, when we like the Psalmist cry out, I will bless the Lord at all times, God’s praise will continually be in my mouth;’
 when we like the Psalmist declare, Bless the Lord O my soul and all that is within my, bless God’s holy name; 
 when humanity sets in motion the blessing what is depicted is our willingness to honor God, our choice to praise God.  When we bless God it means we bow in adoration and thanksgiving to the God who has created us. 

The Hebrew word barak tells us how God blesses us with good things; and how we bless God with honor and glory and praise.  

Ah but when we come to the New Testament, the portion of our Bible written in response to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus; when we enter this part of our canon, the word bless shifts in meaning.  Often when you read the word blessed in the New Testament, the word makarios (mä-kä'-rē-os) is in play and this word means happy. 
   Blessed, happy are those who are hungry for they shall be filled.  Blessed, happy are those who mourn for they shall laugh.
  Blessed, happy are those who have not seen but yet believe in me.
  Throughout the New Testament the word blessed often describes one who is happy, one who is fortunate.   

So far so good, this is easy.  In the Old Testament to bless from the human point of view means we offer God honor and glory.  Check.  From God’s point of view to bless means God will give up the good things of God.  Check and double check.  And to be blessed, in the New Testament means I am called to find a way to be happy as I choose to travel the path God has set for me.  This one is a little tougher, but I am willing to give it a try.  Yes, so far so good.

But my brothers and sisters, there is more.  There is one more word that is found in the New Testament, one more word that our English Bibles translate as bless and this one truly shifts the meaning of the word.  This is the word that we find in the passages where Jesus takes the bread and breaks it and blesses it,
 this is the word we read when Jesus takes the children into his arms and blesses them.
  This is the 
eulogeō (yü-lo-ge'-ō)
 and it means to ask God to consecrate the thing, to set it apart for God’s holy work, and to use it for our good.  

When we gather at the dinner table and ask the blessing, we are not asking God to make us happy, we are not even asking God to make the food good; we are praying, we are asking God to consecrate the food, to set it apart as holy, and to use it for our good; to use it to nourish us, to strengthen us, to build us up and to make us strong.  We are asking God to eulogeō (yü-lo-ge'-ō) the food for us.
And that is the exact concept Paul is putting forth in the text from Romans.  Paul is asking us to ask God to eulogeō (yü-lo-ge'-ō) our persecutors, are enemies.  Paul is asking us to pray a blessing over our enemies such that they will be set apart not for punishment, not for judgment, not for retribution, but set apart for God’s precious work, set apart to be used by God to nourish us, to strength us, to build us up, to make us strong.  Paul is asking us to bless them and asking us to ask God to somehow set them apart for our good!

Wait one minute, this does not make sense.  As I understand the concept of enemies they are not the ones who nourish us, instead they deplete us; they are not the ones who strengthen us, they seek to weaken us; they are not the ones working for our good.  What Paul is asking makes no sense.  How can blessing our enemies be to our good?   

I do not appreciate this meaning of blessing and I would much rather skip the 41 times this meaning appears in the New Testament text.  But beloved of God, we cannot skip it, for this meaning of blessing is central to the understanding of our faith.  

You see what God revealed to me as I studied the complexity and richness of the word “bless” is that the Hebrew word barak focuses on only one axis of our relational world.  Whether it is how God blesses us or how we bless God, the relationship encompassed in the word barak involves on the vertical.  It deals only with the up and down of our relationship with God and God’s relationship with us.  Even the Greek term makarios (mä-kä'-rē-os), the term that means fortunate or happy, does not stretch me beyond myself and my attitude.  

It is only in a deepened understanding of the word blessing, as rendered by the Greek word, eulogeō (yü-lo-ge'-ō), only in the nexus created when the person prayed for is to be used for the good of the one who prays; it is only as I respond to God’s call to me to bless my enemies that I am stretched beyond the vertical relationship with God into a horizontal relationship with the other.  The act of blessing another is the act of relationship.  And just for clarity’s sake, let me note, nowhere in the text are we called to bless family or friends.  That is too easy, that is expected.  No the call to stretch out on the horizontal plane is made real in God’s call for me, for us, to bless my enemies, to see them as part of God’s beloved and to see the experience of asking God to bless them as something God will use for our good.

So how do we bless our enemies, how do we stretch beyond the beautiful and easy definitions of bless to ask God to help us bless them and to make the whole enterprise a part of what is good?   

Beloved, I am not sure if I have the right answer but, what if the blessing that we spoke sounded like this, God, I cannot hold this person who has hurt me.  I cannot change them, I cannot transform them.  But still they are made in your image, they are made in your likeness, you see the good in them that I cannot see, and so I offer then to you, for you can transform them, you can renew them, you can give them what they need.  And as I offer them to you, I choose to refuse to hate, I choose to refuse to be drawn in further – drawn down further, I choose to refuse to curse them; instead I will bless them and ask you God to do for them what I cannot do; to do for them what they need.  

What if we were able to see the word blessing as an opportunity to meet those who would demean us, those who would harm us, those who would harm God’s kingdom; met them not with anger, not with hate, not with treachery and curse, but with blessing and with prayer.  What if in doing so we were able to find release, release from the need to judge them, release from the need to carry them, release from the need to worry about them, worry over them, worry with them or worry when I am around them; release because God has received them because we have blessed them in our prayer.  

If we were able to do that with those who persecute us, would it not be for our good, would it not be a blessing to us?

Would you be willing to practice with me this morning?  Would you be willing to bring to your heart or mind someone who has hurt you, someone who has judged you, someone who has, well you fill in the blank, and listen to this prayer.  Listen and after you have heart it decide if you can pray it.

Gracious God, you have blessed my life in many ways, and this day I bless your name for all the good things you have given me; my family my church, my life.  I bless you Lord.  And now, in the quiet of this sanctuary, I ask you to bless ___________.  I do not know how to do this except to say that I release them to you.  You know them, you love them, you are their creator and they your handiwork.  These are the good things I can say, this is the way I can bless them.  Hold them close to you, our God and release me from holding them in negative light.  Yes God bless them and bless me as I pray. 

What if we could pray this prayer for all of our enemies, for all who have persecuted us?  The second verse of our closing hymn says, Give out of love your word commands, we are your head, your heart, your hands.  Your word you underscore with deeds by using us to answer needs.  

Beloved when we are able to pray this prayer, or one like it, we will have just answered a need, the need for that person to be blessed.  And if you want to pray it some more, the words are available on line as part of the written sermon text.  And if you were not able to pray the prayer, hear me well, be gentle with yourself, for God is with you and loves you and walks with you as you walk toward the truth and depth of the meaning of blessing; God walks with you as and waits for you to know the power and the peace of the gift of blessing.   As you seek God, God seeks you in return and promises to begin by blessing you.
� The Hebrew word for bless is בָּרַךְ barak and it means to kneel, to praise, to salute and in some instances to curse.


� Psalm 34:1.


� Psalm 103:1.


� The Greek word our Bibles often translates as blessed is μακάριος.  It is pronounced mä-kä'-rē-os.


�� Luke 6:21.


� John 20:29.


� Matthew 14:19, Mark 8:7, etc.


� Mark 10:16.


� The Greek for blessed in this instance is εὐλογέω.
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