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4
th
 Sunday in Ordinary Time 2011 

Matthew 5:1-12a 

Let me begin by saying that I really don’t like the readings today at all, especially the 
gospel reading about the Beatitudes.  I know that one doesn’t say that kind of thing in 
church, but it’s true.  I don’t like them because they are really, really difficult, first of all 
just in terms of trying to understand them, and then trying to say something meaningful 
about them.  
 
Today in the gospel reading we heard what we know as the Beatitudes- that series of 
“Blessed are’s” which were part of Jesus’ great Sermon on the Mountain.  The first 
problem we have with them, it seems to me, is that we may be tempted to treat them 
like a set of high ideals that Jesus is urging us to live up to.  In other words, we read the 
Beatitudes as if Jesus is asking us to become poor in spirit, to mourn, to become meek, 
to hunger and thirst for righteousness, to become clean of heart, to be insulted and 
persecuted, and so on.  When we read them like this, Jesus seems to be imposing on 
us a rather weird and almost impossible ethic- a set of principles or moral values- that 
we just can’t do.  Why would either God or I think that it’s a good thing for me to be 
hounded and persecuted and treated badly? 
 
And so the Beatitudes end up feeling like a pair of pants too tight for our body; we try to 
put them on, but they just don’t fit the reality that we know.  We may try to make our 
reality fit the ideals, and when we find that it doesn’t , we then respond to the Beatitudes 
in one of several ways: 

• We can say that in real life we have to live by some other, more realistic, ethic; 
so just keep the Beatitudes here in church- they sound pious- but I’ll get on with 
another kind of life in the real world 

• or we end up just feeling guilty- the Catholic default position- that we can’t live 
out the Beatitudes and  so we try to avoid them altogether 

• or even worse, we make ourselves think that we are living up to these ideals and 
then we become just self-righteous prigs. 

 
So, how then do we hear them?  What do we do with the Beatitudes?  The first step, I 
think, is to remember that they were spoken not by a Greek moral philosopher, but by a 
real Jewish Jesus who was talking to a crowd of poor, illiterate Jewish peasants and 
telling them about what God was beginning to do.  We get a clue for how to understand 
the Beatitudes from Luke’s gospel- after Jesus comes back from his desert experience, 
he goes to the synagogue in Nazareth, opens the book of the prophet Isaiah, and reads 
the text that says, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to 
preach the good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to 
proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.”.   He closes the book and sits down.  
Everything gets quiet as the eyes of the synagogue are turned on Jesus.  And then he 
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says, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  In other words, God is 
beginning to act to deliver his people now through me! It’s beginning to happen. 
 
This is how Jesus begins His ministry.  What He said in the synagogue forms the 
backdrop to what He will say in the Sermon on the Mount and in the Beatitudes as He 
speaks to people who are powerless, people whose country was under occupation and 
whose lives, in one way or another, were under constant threat.  Jesus was not 
speaking to those in control of things, to those who thought they were observing the 
Law carefully and meticulously.  He wasn’t speaking even to people like us who might 
be tempted to hear His words as middle-class moral platitudes.   He was speaking to 
the powerless, to the poor, to the marginalized and desperate.  He was speaking  to the 
impure, to those who found themselves empty-handed, waiting upon God for their hope 
and deliverance, but knowing that they were not able to make any claims on God 
because they weren’t religious enough or pious enough.   
 
He was speaking to people who were looking for justice somehow to be restored in their 
lives, people who knew what injustice and hunger and exclusion looked like.  These 
were the kinds of people who flocked to Jesus, who were drawn by His message that 
God had not forgotten the poor, the dispossessed, the compassionate, the weak, the 
broken, those who were yearning for His reign to come on earth.  It was to these people 
that Jesus spoke.     
 
When Jesus spoke the Beatitudes, he wasn’t simply sitting there and telling people how 
to behave in some peculiar way.  He wasn’t telling people that they should seek out 
poverty and sorrow and hunger and thirst and persecution and slander. Jesus was 
talking to people who already knew what this was like,  people who were already 
experiencing what the Beatitudes are describing- poverty, mourning, yearning for 
righteousness, living mercifully, being pure in heart, peace-making.  And He was telling 
them that could be happy and could celebrate because the God who was already part of 
their lives had begun to act once again in a really important way.  This God was in the 
process of turning the world upside down once.  His reign was coming. 
 
Jesus was speaking to these people a message of good news; He was talking about the 
coming of God’s gracious deliverance into their lives, the coming of the kingdom of 
heaven, God’s reign, in their lives.  But God was doing this in a way that they weren’t 
expecting, in a way they didn’t associate with God.  He was telling them, as the 
Dominican Simon Tugwell once said, “God does not come into our world with the 
toughness of an omnipotent thug, to sort everything and everyone out.  Rather, He has 
chosen a way of weakness.  There is something about God which is better expressed in 
weakness than in strength, in foolishness than in wisdom, in poverty than in richness.” 
 
For most of us, both back then and still today, this message is immensely difficult for us 
to take on board and digest.  It’s difficult because when we think of God and God’s 
“blessings”, we almost automatically think in terms of success, wealth, long life, victory 
in battle, power.  And  then here comes Jesus with His Beatitudes, turning this all 
upside down, and saying “you know what? This is not how it is.  This is not the way that 
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God works.”  God is already working in your lives, God can be found in your lives, even 
when you don’t have all this stuff that you associate with God’ blessings.  In fact, God 
can be found even in poverty and sorrow and hunger and thirst and persecution or 
slander.  The other side of the coin, then, is also true:  God is not on the side of 
powerful, the mighty, the wealthy; He is not with those who cause this poverty and 
sorrow and hunger and thirst and persecution and slander.   
 
Putting this in the language of our Catholic social justice tradition: God has made a 
preferential option for the poor and the lowly and those at the bottom of life’s heap!  This 
is the kind of language that we seem to be hearing less and less of these days.  And 
we, in turn, I think, would prefer to hear a message about a “preferential option for the 
middle class.”  But to those at the bottom of the heap, Jesus says, “Blessed are you!” 
With the Beatitudes, Jesus wasn’t laying another ethical burden on the necks of people.  
He was telling them that God was with them! They weren’t alone.  And then at the end 
of the Beatitudes, he says to the people gathered around him, “you are the salt of the 
earth!”  “you are the light of the world!”  He doesn’t say, “if you do such and such, you 
will then become salt and light”.  He says “you already are salt and light.  Just don’t lose 
your saltiness, and don’t let your light be hidden.”    
 
When I hear the beatitudes, the hardest thing for me is to believe that its topsy-turvy 
message is true.  I really would rather domesticate Jesus’ words so that they amount to 
little more than some good advice on how a nice middle-class person needs to treat a 
shop assistant or a passerby.  And yet I know that they are far more than that.  I know 
that they call for a radical and dangerous re-thinking of almost everything. 
 
Is it really possible that the merciful, the peace-makers, the persecuted are blessed by 
God?  When I’m honest with myself, that claim seems incredible to me.  Is it really 
possible that the meek and those who hunger for righteousness are anything other than 
simply “losers” who couldn’t make it in the struggle for power?  I could easily read it that 
way.  So much in life runs absolutely counter to the message of the Beatitudes.  So 
much even in the life and history of the Church, I’m afraid, seems to contradict it. 
 
At some deep level the Beatitudes represent a threat to the world order that I know.  I 
understand a world where tit-for-tat is its operational method.  I understand a world 
where control and coercion are the way things work.  I understand how wealth and 
power and cleverness are the tools that get you what you want.  I see how mercy and 
meekness and honesty are so easily crushed.   In a word, maybe I better understand 
the god Thor than the God of Jesus of Nazareth. 
 
The Beatitudes represent some radical, revolutionary, subversive threat to my intuitive 
understanding of the world and of reality.  And so they force me to ask myself:   

• If they are true, what kind of God do they represent?  What kind of God stands 
behind them? 

• If they are true, what does His Kingdom look like?   

• If they are true what kind of community are they evoking, asking us to become?   
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• If they are true, what in me needs to be converted, transformed, turned upside 
down so that I can even hear this strange and unsettling Gospel?   

• If they are true, how do these beatitudes shape my following after Jesus? 
 
For something that at first looks so weak, especially from a “Thorian” perspective, the 
Beatitudes, on a second glance, certainly seem to be rather dangerous! 
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