Sermon preached at the Punshon Memorial Methodist Church,

Bournemouth, on September 23rd 2007 at the beginning of the Labour

Party Conference.

"Blessed are the poor (in spirit) for theirs is the kingdom of heaven."

The Sermon on the Mount is surely the envy of any political party manager.

There's no need ever to re-write or re-think it. It sets out a series of manifesto commitments for all Christian people for all time and, truth to tell, it would serve pretty well for all kinds of people, whether they were Christian or not. It's charged with the wisdom of the ages. Just consider:

- it addresses the law and order debate with a finely balanced approach that
keeps the demands of justice and mercy in creative tension;

- it urges a radical approach to the treatment of enemies. Hostility and hatred are to be challenged by the activity of persistent and corrosive love. This love is "hard love", not a soppy, romantic, dewy-eyed affair. It envisages the well-being and the best interests both of the offending and the offended party;

- religion is to be modestly practiced - its prayers, philanthropy and pieties are to be performed secretly and never for show;

- its teaching about the fatherhood of God requires a concomitant understanding about the brotherhood of man - all women and men are sisters and brothers since they can all claim God as parent;

- wealth is fine - until it becomes your master. Then you'll find yourself caught in a Faustian trap, your soul sucked dry and your life emptied of meaning;

- there is plenty, a bountiful abundance, within the natural world to feed and sustain everyone: the trouble is we are too untrusting to believe this. We stock our larders, build up our bank balances, against a tomorrow we're afraid of and at the expense of the poor who are effectively marginalized or even destroyed by our drive to accumulate a disproportionate share of the earth's riches
- we're to go a second mile, turn the other cheek, add value to life;
- no one is to arrogate to him/herself responsibilities that properly belong to God - that way lie delusions of grandeur, megalomania, self-deception and despotism;

- the proof of the good life is not found in religious or any other platitudes or clichés but in the good fruit that such a life bears;

-the Sermon on the Mount ends with the recommendation that success comes from building on the rock of the principles it has put forward rather than the shifting sands of expediency or opportunism.

As I say, this is Christ's manifesto. And the verses we heard read a moment ago by the Prime Minister are its opening blasts. The first of these carries the same level of recognisability as other first statements. Rousseau's "All men are born free and are everywhere in chains" (Social Contract), Jane Austen's "It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a large fortune must be in want of a wife" (Pride and Prejudice) are other examples which in no way out-do the immediate recognition offered by "Blessed are the poor in spirit for the kingdom of heaven is theirs." And this introduction is the first in a set of nine benedictions. They fall into two distinct groups.

(1) The first directs a spotlight on a most unusual and normally marginalized group of people bringing them centre-stage and putting them in the limelight. The poor, the poor in spirit, the meek, those who mourn, the persecuted and the reviled are all said to be "blessed" and are promised comfort, vindication, peace. And, says the preacher, it is to them that the earth belongs and it’s to them that heaven is promised. This is pretty topsy turvy thinking, light years from conventional ideas of a society that stirs up envy for the rich and the famous, a civilisation that keeps every detail of the conspicuous lifestyles of celebrities tantalisingly on display to whet the voraciously insatiable appetites of a public that seems to know no better.

At this point I feel the need to add a cautionary word. The poor deserve to be considered blessed all right but not by becoming totems of political correctness, playthings or statistics in the hands of power-brokers. They are not to be patronised, depersonalised, turned either into the social equivalent of Rousseau's noble savage or just rejected out of hand as dirty scum, the great unwashed. I have personal experience of such things.

I lived for ten years in Haiti, one of the world's poorest countries. We formed co-operatives, mounted literacy campaigns, provided primary health care facilities, planted trees, built and ran schools, raised people's awareness of their inherent dignity and worth. We were constantly amazed at the activities of international agencies which, in the name of development, threw millions of dollars at "projects." These often provide fat salaries for those who ran them but very seldom trickled their benefits down to their intended beneficiaries, the poor. Indeed, the poor were merely the pretext for endeavours that were ill-advised (at best) or corrupt (at worst).

Set alongside that if you will, an experience altogether more personal. My mother was single parent who raised me and my brother with great courage and commitment. When her health broke down and she could no longer go out to work in the local tinplate factory, we were forced to approach the recently created National Assistance Board for help. A man in a suit and carrying a briefcase came to the hovel we lived in to assess my mother's case and establish whether she qualified for benefits. My brother and I (I was about ten, Jim just a year younger) stood by as we heard this officious man grill my mother, make her plead for money, in an act of humiliation that eventually became unbearable. With a wink and a nod, my brother and I set upon the petty official; we hit him and pushed him till he was well and truly outside the door which we then slammed shut behind him.

The poor so easily become ciphers in other people's power games. And the injunction of this morning's text, that the poor are very special in God's eyes, is too easily forgotten.

Jesus, of course, didn't make this mistake. The very first person he encountered on finishing his celebrated sermon was a leper. No one typified the poor more clearly than such a man. And Jesus showed that he wasn't a mere wordmonger but also a deed-worker, that his fine phrases could always be matched by noble action. He touched the leper and, voila, the sign of his utter integrity was there for all to see.

(2) Alongside these unlikely characters in this tableau of the beatified with which Jesus's sermon begins, stands a list of problem-solvers. They too are said to be blessed. They are:

- the pure in heart, people of integrity;
- the merciful, people capable of compassion;
- the peacemakers, those who work to enable alienated groups of people to live    together in harmony;
- those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, people like those who campaigned to drop the debt, to make poverty history and, present amongst us, those Christian Aid marchers seeking to raise awareness of the need to reduce our carbon emissions and make the planet safer.

These are the people who bring their humanity to bear upon the problems of the world. They keep right on to the end of the road - goading, working, helping, affirming people, wanting only the best for the people around them. More often than not they are unsung heroes and heroines, men and women ready to put their best energies at the disposal of others, wanting only to build a better world.

For Christians this is an imperative. It flows from the teaching and example of Christ who, though he could have snatched at equality with God, didn't, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant. The road to self-fulfilment goes via self-sacrifice. Service is the hallmark of Christian living.

The trick for problem-solvers, public-spirited individuals, groups of like-minded people who hunger and thirst after righteousness, whether they are from the voluntary or statutory sectors, is to stimulate the poor so that they become part of the solution to the problem posed by their poverty. Ways must be found to release energies which lie latent within poor people, energies that can be harnessed and turned to account.

My time in Haiti taught me something even more radical. Whilst working with the poor to inject hope and meaning into their battered lives I found that they, the people Frantz Fanon called "the wretched of the earth", were able to empower me, a scion of the developed world. As I struggled with my life in a community of illiterate and desperately poor people, I found that these same people became my mentors, teachers, friends. With great patience and a lively humour, they taught me their language, culture, survival skills; they revealed their wisdom and their rich humanity; they did for me what all the king's horses and all the king' s men so signally failed to do for Humpty Dumpty: they put me together again. A gift from the poorest people on earth. And the poor are always able to give those who are not poor, their would-be helpers and supporters, so much that money cannot buy.

Blessed indeed are the poor.

They might shoe-horn even the likes of me into heaven.
