
The Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time: 
A Contemporary Look at the Beatitudes

Today’s gospel reading is from the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount from
the Gospel of Matthew.   Matthew, as you know, was addressed first of all to Christians
of Jewish heritage.  This Gospel has 67 quotations from Hebrew Scriptures showing
how Jesus is the fulfillment of the prophecies.  It also contains many parallels to
Moses, the Giver of the Law, the Ten Commandments.  Just as Moses climbed a
mountain, Mt. Sinai to receive the law of God, so Jesus climbs a mountain to impart
the new law.  The basic theme of the Sermon on the Mount is that our exterior actions
need to be a reflection of our interior attitudes.  To be a disciple of the Lord, we first
need to adopt the attitudes, the ways of thinking, the desires of the Lord. And so Jesus
presents the Beatitudes.

We have heard the Beatitudes many times, perhaps so many times that we can
pass over their meaning. We might think of them as idealistic goals, but actually they
are realistic demands.  These are not just poetic phrases, they are guides for us on
how to be disciples of the Lord.  The eight beatitudes begin and end with the phrase
“theirs is the Kingdom of heaven.”  How can these simple teachings help us be
members of the Kingdom?  Let’s consider the first three in depth.  

Blessed are the poor in spirit, theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.  The history of
the Church has presented many heroic individuals whose only value in life was serving
God.  Nothing else mattered.  All of the saints were more concerned with serving God
then they were concerned with their possessions.  We come upon St. Anthony the
Hermit of the 4th century, who sold all he had to live only for the Lord, and other saints
who did the same such as St. Francis of Assisi of the 13th century.  We also come
upon great saints who sacrificed their possessions to stand for the truth of the Lord,
like St. Thomas More of the 16th century.  Henry VIII took everything from him, but he
could not take Thomas’ integrity.  But we do not have to look only to the canonized
saints to find the poor in spirit. We all know many people whose lives revolve around
serving God to such an extent that their possessions are only a means to the end of
living for the Lord.  They are very generous in their care for others.  They are far less
concerned with the things they have in their homes and are manly concerned with the
Divine Person who has called them into his home.  This is the fundamental attitude of
a disciple.

But how about you?  How about me?  We all have possessions for which we’ve
worked hard.  Would we be devastated if we were to lose them?  I have a great car,
but would my life be profoundly changed if I totaled the car and could not afford to
replace it with a similar car?  I hope not.  If a person looks at his or her possessions as
blessings from the Lord, then he or she will adopt the attitude that all we own ultimately
comes from the Lord.  Eventually, you and I are going to be in the last days of our
lives.  Will we be upset that we are leaving so much that we enjoyed on earth, or would
we be ecstatic that we are going to so much more than we could ever imagine?  I hope
so.  That first beatitude reminds us that the disciples of Christ live for the Kingdom of



heaven and shall receive Kingdom of Heaven.

When we consider, Blessed are those who mourn for the shall be comforted, we
are inclined to think of sadness of the deaths of loved ones.  Certainly the beatitude is
encouraging us to support those facing these losses, and certainly we know many
people who are willing to leave their comfort zone and support their relatives and
friends at the time of tragedy. I am sure all of us drop whatever plans we have made to
go to a wake or attend a funeral where we may just be a face in the crowd, but an
important face that will be remembered by the grieving.  

But why would the Lord put this beatitude so high on the list of beatitudes?  That
is because there is much more to Blessed are those who mourn.  Remember how
Jesus wept over Jerusalem.  He did this because Jerusalem refused to recognize that
its time for deliverance was at hand.  “What is the world coming to?,” people ask.  They
look at the devastation of society caused by the attitude that God is not needed, and
mourn over what society is doing to itself.  We all need to join them.  According to a
2020 article in Forbes magazine, human trafficking is a 120 billion dollar industry.  We
mourn over those who are caught up in this industry.  We mourn for the victims of
sexual slavery, and we mourn over those who destroy their own spiritual lives for
immoral gain.  The same can be said about what our attitude should be regarding the
abortion industry, the porn industry, the illicit drug industry, etc, etc.  We hear about
anti-Semitism, gay bashing, persecution of immigrants, etc. We mourn for the victims,
and we also mourn for those who perform or encourage hate crimes.  Don’t they know
what they are doing to themselves?  Last Tuesday was Holocaust Remembrance Day. 
I visited Auschwitz three years ago.  I saw the rooms filled with children’s shoes.  I
entered a gas chamber. I saw scratches in the walls made by the dying.  The question
that come to most everybody’s mind who tour that horrible place is “How could this
happen?” Didn’t those who murdered others know what they were doing both to the
men, women and children they murdered as well as to themselves?   Do we hurt for
those people who are victims as well as for those people who are the victimizers? 
Hopefully, we do mourn for both.   The mind set of the disciple of Christ is to care for
all, praying for the victims and for the conversion of those who perform hate crimes.

Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.   I have met many people
who are lovers rather than fighters. Not necessarily where I come from.   I come from
the Northeast where picking a fight is an  art form.  But I can’t say that I’ve ever gained
anything other than a sleepless night by being aggressive. The disciple of the Lord
must be, as the Lord was, a person of peace.  Sometimes this is not easy.   I have to
tell you about a situation that took place three years ago.  Johnny C and I were walking
to the parking lot after the Bucs blew a 17-3 lead against Cincinnati.  Now everybody
was upset, but one guy went way overboard.  He was yelling obscenities regarding the
Bucs, and then decided to include God in his wrath.  I never heard anyone blaspheme
like that.  Well, Johnny, rightly so, told the guy to keep God out of this.  Then the guy
went ballistic on Johnny and on me, cursing us for believing in God, and then going on
a diatribe for all the horrors he thought were caused by believers.  He wasn’t just loud,
he was also showing signs of being physically aggressive.  He was a man in his 60's,



well dressed and probably drunk.  There was no use in arguing with him, although I
really did want to mention the murders of over 20 million caused by atheistic
Communism in the Soviet Union in the 1930's.  He was probably drunk, at least I hope
he was and didn’t mean what he was saying.  Otherwise he is going to have a lot of
“splainin” to do. Both Johnny C and I had to suppress all that was within us that wanted
us to fight.  We chose to take the high road and ignore him; so there we were, walking
back to our car with this guy yelling obscenities at the two of us. It is always important
to stand up for what is right, but getting into a fight with someone who is irrational gets
us nowhere. More than this, if we are always ready for a fight, we cannot be disciples
of the Lord.  

What this beatitude is saying when it tells us to be meek is that we should push
aside our own feelings.  How many times have I, have you, justified our behavior with
saying that the other person was wrong.  Yes, but two wrongs never equal one right. 
Those who are more concerned with living for the Kingdom of God will win in the long
run. They will inherit the land.  They will land the victory.

So, also, those who are righteous, on the right with God, those who are pure of
heart, those who have a merciful heart, and those who seek peace, all have the basic
mind set of the Kingdom of Heaven.  

To be a disciple of Jesus Christ demands that we adopt his way of perceiving
reality, a way of focusing on what really matters in this life so we can enjoy whatever
the Lord has in store for us in the next life.  We live for the Kingdom of God.  May we
have the determination and the courage to be disciples of Jesus Christ. 


