DEVELOPING A CLOSER RELATIONSHIP TO GOD
Phil Van Auken

The Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5-7)
Matthew 5:3-10:
 3"Blessed are the poor in spirit, 
      for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
 4Blessed are those who mourn, 
      for they will be comforted. 
 5Blessed are the meek, 
      for they will inherit the earth. 
 6Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 
      for they will be filled. 
 7Blessed are the merciful, 
      for they will be shown mercy. 
 8Blessed are the pure in heart, 
      for they will see God. 
 9Blessed are the peacemakers, 
      for they will be called sons of God. 
 10Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 
      for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
Only the poor in spirit (meek) can develop a closer relationship to God.  Spirit-led humility leads us to realize that most of what we ask God for is borne of immaturity and selfishness.
When we mourn for the innocent, helpless, and exploited (seek after righteousness), we grow closer to God because we know He is also mourning. 
You will experience (“see”) God when your heart is pure (filled with the desire to serve rather than be served). Only when your heart is pure can you love unconditionally; forgive unconditionally; sacrifice for others; and engage in community-building behavior.
Being the salt of the earth means ministering to the people God brings to us (through seemingly “natural” circumstances) whose lives need “seasoning” with unconditional love, mercy/forgiveness, encouragement, etc. We draw closer to God as we allow His love and compassion to be channeled through us.
We should avoid immersing ourselves in material luxuries (materialism beyond personal needs) merely because we can afford it.  We may otherwise end up struggling to serve two incompatible masters. 
Let’s keep our natural tendency for security and comfort in life (depending on self rather than God) at bay by living one day at a time vs. naively trying to map out a “got-it-made” future. (Give us our daily bread.)
Since the Master experienced much (emotional and physical) pain in life, as His disciples, we should expect some of the same--a thorn in our side. Rather than remove Apostle Paul’s thorn, Jesus told Paul to rely on God’s grace to get Paul through it. We also may be called on to live with festering thorns that render our life less-than-ideal. Only God can provide the grace needed to put up with thorns that won’t conveniently go away. Accepting such realities makes up more humble/dependent/ patient, and hence closer to God.  
Remember, the Sermon on the Mount speaks of seeking after righteousness in this life, even though God may not always choose to make everything turn out “all-right” for us or those we care about. The Holy Spirit helps us accept life’s imperfections instead of expecting (demanding?) non-stop miracles from God. But the same Spirit gives us the quiet desire to strive for justice on behalf of innocents suffering in the community. 
We should use the talents, experience, and personality God gave us on behalf of the community and its people. God is the miracle worker, not us. He invites us to work with Him using what He has endowed us with. This inevitably draws us closer to Him.
Unconditional love for others is a miracle that only God can work in our lives.  Every time we are able to love people the way God does, we grow closer to Him. 
Each and every day God invites us to work with Him in ways He has uniquely equipped us for. He shares His work with us so that we may experience the wondrous joy of His labor. This is the spiritual unity and experience of the Trinity, which we can experience ourselves. 
Simple Techniques for Relating to God:
· Read the Bible from the standpoint of community rather than individualism
· Don’t try to figure out how to serve God; He sets the table for us when we’re hungry (to serve). Serve where and when He wants us to serve—not where and when we feel like it.
· Quit striving to please God; He wants us to love Him.

· Get around innocent people (children, the “meek in spirit,” non-willful people, etc.) as often as possible to get away from the perverted everyday world.

· In humility, we should think of ourselves as God’s helpless, not-so-smart pet dogs or cats. It takes humility to accept God’s grace.
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