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Cissily Saunders was a wonderful woman. Starting in Britain, and later in North
America, she founded hospices where people who were terminally ill could come and live
their remaining days with dignity and comfort.

Well, Cissily Saunders tells about visiting some elderly people in a nursing home.
She had taken some pictures and she brought them to a man there and gave them to him,
and he said, after he had enjoyed looking at them, "Well, Fll pay you for them." And she
said, 'You don't have to pay for them. They are for you, you can have them." "But no,"
he protested, "I want to pay you for them." And she said, "Well you can't pay for them.
I won't take any money for them." And he said, "But I insist on paying you for them...I'm
not a beggar, you know."

And Cissily Saunders said, "I know you're not, I know you're not," and she sat down
on the bed beside him, and there was his hand out on the bed. So she spread her hands
beside his. And she said, "I know you're not a beggar, but then there is a sense in which
we all are...Maybe this is all there is...just four hands, stretched out, open to receive."

"How blest are those who know that they are poor." Beggars and poverty: what
do they have to do with our message this morning? What is Jesus saying in this first
Beatitude? That there is something essentially sacred about being poor? No, obviously
not. It takes more than poverty to make a saint. What does it take? It takes, among other
things, a profound sense of our own spiritual need, an overwhelming awareness of how
much we lack, a disturbing consciousness ofour own limitedness coupled with a staggering
perception of the "illimitableness" of God's universe. When he was dying, Luther said
several centuries before Cissily Saunders had made her observation, "We are all
beggars,"...and we are indeed.

Now as we listen to this simple explanation of Jesus' words, it's likely that we are
all in agreement. Chances are, few would quarrel with the accuracy of the explanation or
with the truth of the original words themselves. I have a hunch, though, that the reason
behind our easy acceptance of these words is that we have shielded ourselves in a way
which has not permitted this passage to penetrate the surface of our lives and burn into
the depth of our being.

Now let me explain what I mean.

When we are young, we live with the awareness that we are just beginning a long
pilgrimage, and we know that the Promised Land is way off in the unseen distance. We
know that we don't know it all -- that our knowledge is "only a handful of pebbles on an
illimitable shore." Conscious of what we lack, we yearn for something more — more
knowledge, more wisdom, more experience, more intensity, more meaning.








