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The  Beatitudes

Spirituality or Political Programme? 

Giles  Hibbert  O.P. 

INTRODUCTION 

TO ANSWER, or even to present, such a question as that posed in the title in a document of this size might seem ridiculous – a book might just cope with it! What is being offered, however, is not really that much more than a skeletal structure of the argument – almost every sentence could be filled out with further scholarship, explanation and comment. The structure of our text is, however, of extreme importance to its understanding, and must be presented and established before anything else can be done. 

There are many readers who will put up an immediate resistance to what they find here, so much have we all been indoctrinated with the view that the passage of Scripture which we are going to examine is as it were a ‘primer’ of spirituality, a ‘manual’ of piety. It is very difficult to escape from this conditioning. 

When one examines commentary after commentary on this central and important Gospel passage one sees how blandly the assumptions continue to be made with so little, or so often only forced, reference back to literary sources – even when profound and erudite scholarship is involved. Example after example is available. 

Put in the living context of Jewish society in Palestine in the first century – which I suggest means a far wider, and richer, context than just that of the contemporary Rabbinic tradition, so beloved of the scholarly – the categories enunciated in the Sermon on the Mount can, I believe, be seen to be far more realist, more existential, less legalistic and certainly less moralising, than they are habitually presumed to be. 

The question can be put in two ways: are the Beatitudes 1 about Righteousness or Justice 2; are they about Spirituality or some sort of Political Programme. It is obvious to any traditional Christian that they are not about the latter – but we shall see. 

THE  BEATITUDES
The Beatitudes – that list of nine categories of people said by Christ to be Blessed, Happy, Fortunate or whatever – form the opening and possibly most important part of of the Sermon on the Mount, Mt. Ch 5. It has been suggested that they form the summary conclusion to the Sermon as a whole placed at its beginning as an introduction, but although rich perspectives emerge from this assumption, I find myself not convinced by it.3 

The Beatitudes, it would seem, give us a list of virtues, attitudes, actions, which lie at the heart of the practice of Christianity: virtues which appear, for the most part, to the contemporary world around us, as negative, non-profit making, and ineffective, but which Christ assures us will lead to heaven: “Theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven” – that Kingdom beyond the sky which hopefully awaits us after death, a kingdom, involving a kingship, which we are told in the IV Gospel, is “not of this world.” 4 

This is how the beatitudes have almost invariably been understood. They have been seen as the basis of interior spirituality – piety. They go along with ‘turning the other cheek’, ‘offering it up’, being humble, ascetic, unworldly. The text, if you simply glance at it, clearly substantiates this view. 

The final, the ninth, beatitude is, however, slightly different; it concentrates almost entirely on the reward given to suffering for Christ’s sake – not quite the same, but not far off and all very ‘traditional’. 

Throughout the ages, in the Church Fathers, in the medieval Scholastic theologians, in the Fathers of the Reformation and of the Counter-Reformation, in modern Gurus and Biblical Scholars, great erudition has gone into exploring the depth and meaning of these virtues. Deep spirituality is shown in their penetration; great Christian witness in their acceptance and practice. From all this we can learn a great deal, and be truly inspired, enriched. It is, however, vitally important for us to be aware of what is going on. Almost all of this is reading into the text our presuppositions, our discovering in it what we need – or think we need – to find. This may indeed be helpful, but it is also very dangerous, for it normally bears very little relationship to what Jesus (or the Evangelist) is actually telling us, and it can, as a result, seriously distort our openness to the Gospel message itself – what the Gospel actually is. This is what we hope to show, and in doing this throw greater light on the Gospel, the Good News, as proclaimed in the Sermon on the mount. 

It is necessary to look carefully at the text itself, discerning its literary, grammatical and linguistic form – but even more importantly to look at how it comes out of the living context of the intertestamental period and the Old Testament itself – how it is interpreting, fulfilling and pushing it forward. Scholars have often looked in great detail, at Rabbinic prototypes with regard to this, but the approach which is necessary has to be more – more theological, and more historical. 

The first point to be looked at is the structure; 

Blessed are the poor in spirit; 
    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
Blessed are those who mourn: 
    for they shall be comforted. 
Blessed the meek: 
    for they shall inherit the earth (Ps 37.) 
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness: 
    for they shall be satisfied. 

Blessed are the merciful: 
    for they shall have mercy shown them. 
Blessed are the pure in heart: 
    for they shall see God. 
Blessed are the peacemakers: 
    for they shall be called sons of God. 
Blessed are those who are persecuted in the cause of righteousness: 
    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of calumny against you on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so men persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

Note that the first eight beatitudes would seem to be in some sort of verse form – a form which is classically Hebraic. They have the character of something to be learned by heart – possibly to be sung.The ninth is very different; it has the appearance of something added later, from a different perspective and with a different concern. It only seems to be en suite if you see the phrases ‘theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven’ and ‘your reward will be great in Heaven’ as meaning the same thing. It is to be hoped that by the time we reach the conclusion it will be obvious that they do not. 

The next thing to be noted is the repetition of words which occur within the first eight: righteousness (a contentious word) is the concern of the fourth and eighth. It would seem to conclude both the first stanza and the second (‘Beatitudes’ 4 and 8 ) giving what is basically a bipartite structure – as laid out – again not uncharacteristic of Hebraic (OT) and NT poetry. This would equally seem to indicate that ‘righteousness’ is a major concern of the whole passage. 

Another prominent feature is that the end of the first line and the end of the eighth are identical: “theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven” (which is not the same as the end of the ninth.) This is a classical inclusio, bracketing the eight together as a whole. It, also, is an indication of their overall concern. From now on the eight will be regarded as the authentic ‘beatitudes’ make of the ninth what you will; it is a different subject. 

The picture of the Beatitudes, the ‘eight’, which should by now have come over is that they form a closely constructed whole, concerned with righteousness and the Kingdom of Heaven. What will not yet have come over, but will, during the course of this inquiry, is that these two are closely interrelated. 

LANGUAGE
Before it is possible to explore these concepts in further detail it is necessary to look at a few preliminary questions with regard to translation from the original into modern languages – especially, in the present context, into English. This will throw considerable light on what is to follow. 

Two modern versions are sufficient for our purposes: the RSV and the Jerusalem. Immediate comparison shows up some startling differences between them, and some ambiguities within them. If one opts for “Blessed are the poor in spirit”, should the ‘blessed’ be pronounced blesséd or bless’d? 5 There would seem to be a subtle nuance between them; which better represents the original? This, however, would seem to be a very minor problem compared with that introduced by the Jerusalem Bible with its rather startling and disturbing ‘Happy’: “Happy are the poor in Spirit”. But are they, people wonder. It is easy to see that they may be blessed by God – with happiness in an after-life, just as those who are persecuted for Christ’s sake are rewarded in Heaven – but are they happy precisely as poor in Spirit? The point is at least arguable; the message questionable. What justification is there for this innovation which those of a conservative temperament tend to find unpalatable, disturbing? 

The Jerusalem Bible’s happy (hereux in the French) was, I suggest, indeed meant to disturb, to startle. It was an attempt to try and break through our preconceptions and make us re-think what it is all about. To a very large extent, however, it has not come off – partly because, in the English version at least, it was only half-hearted, it lacked nerve. The English starts with “How happy are the poor in Spirit.” It may well be argued that this is simply a matter of style, it is to make it smooth. But meaning and style are not totally unconnected. The effect has been to weaken, almost to destroy, the impact which “Happy the poor in Spirit” (as in the French) would have produced. We will see this half-heartedness recurring. 

So far ‘Righteousness’ has been used to render the idea concluding both the fourth and the eighth beatitudes; it is the traditional word going back to the 17th century ‘King James Version’, the so-called Authorised,6 and is used in the more traditional versions – it represents a fundamental concept within the English language/culture – of which more later. In the Jerusalem Bible we find ‘what is right’, in the New Jerusalem, ‘uprightness’. So, what is the meaning of the Greek word 
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quite straightforwardly – that is in any normal and unloaded context – means justice, and it is not surprising that in the Bible de Jérusalem we have it quite simply rendered as such: justice.7 Why, then, has the Jerusalem Bible gone for ‘what is right’? Is it because of worries about some of the implications of the word justice in modern English, or is it again a matter of loss of nerve, seeing justice as too ‘political’ a word. This latter, it is to be feared, is the most likely. ‘Righteousness’ and ‘uprightness’ are nicely comforting, moralistic, pietistic concepts – good ‘Victorian’ virtues. They do not challenge us in any dangerous way. ‘Justice’ is disturbing, challenging and dangerous. ‘What is right’ dithers between the two.8 

It is worthwhile going back to the origins of the word ‘righteousness’. It comes from the Elizabethan and Jacobean translations of the Bible, and probably then meant something more like right-ness, but with the ‘right’ closer to its meaning in ‘the rights of man’ than in ‘correct-ness’. The meaning of the word as it has come down to us over the intervening four hundred years has of course been affected by the dominant theology and spirituality of the period and its culture – not always a happy development. 

The Jerusalem Bible’s ‘what is right’ is on the right lines, but as well as indicating a loss of nerve it obscures what the Beatitudes are really concerned with: justice. The biblical meaning of this term, its history up to and including Jesus Christ, and thus what ought to be its Christian significance, is what must now be examined. 

JUSTICE
Whatever some parts of it may originally have been written in,9 the language of the New Testament, as we have it, is the Greek Koiné – the common language of the Eastern half of the Roman Empire in the first century A.D. With very few exceptions, however,10 the vocabulary and concepts of the New Testament are fundamentally derived from the Old Testament, not from Greek sources. If one wants to find out the meaning from which a New Testament term at least starts out, it is necessary to turn to the Old Testament and see its history there, and then see how, if at all, it is developed in the light of the experience of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, and the experience of the Holy Spirit. The Greek word dikaiosyné traditionally translated as ‘righteousness’, in its Greek context quite straightforwardly means justice the – concrete reality, not an abstract concept – and it echoes the Hebrew behind the New Testament. In the Greek translation of the Old Testament, the Septuagint, predating the Christian era by some time, it is used consistently to render [image: image2.png]oty



(sedaqah) which quite straightforwardly means: justice – but with some provisos which need investigating. 

The theme of justice is one of the strongest in the Old Testament, running almost throughout it: God’s sense of justice, his demand that our justice should be like his. Justice is part of his life, and our sharing in that life makes us partake of that justice. 

A word of warning should however be sounded here. We, in our current culture, under the influence more of Greek than Hebrew categories, have tended to distort the very concept of justice as we see it operating within our society, and therefore the way we think about it. We have lost sight of the concept which lies behind our biblical heritage. Justice, in our society, would seem to have two major aspects: what one might call ‘justice for’ and ‘justice against’. Our society concentrates, particularly in the criminal field, almost totally on the latter, associating it with such ideas as retribution and ‘the balance of justice’ (not an Hebraic concept) – which has to be maintained irrespective of the actual condition of people.11 

It is only very recently indeed that the idea of compensation from the state for criminal damage has become regular. 

The God of Israel, and the God of Christianity, is not really much interested in ‘justice against’ people, except insofar as it is sometimes necessary to achieve ‘justice for’ people. It is ‘justice for’ the oppressed and the outcast, the stranger and the lost, that God is concerned with. His People had to learn the nature of this justice – this is largely what the Old Testament is about. This justice is not retributive nor legalistic (although much of it was expressed in a legal code, the Torah [image: image3.png]m



– though what is involved here is better thought of in terms of covenant ([image: image4.png]T



 - berith). It is something which is, not against, but creative of, love and peace. Indeed this triad: justice, peace, love actually characterises the relationship between God and his People throughout Scripture. 

Unfortunately for us today justice as a concept is almost entirely negative - avenging a wrong, or punishing a wrongdoer. In the Old Testament justice is something far more positive – it is concerned with actual living, the sharing of life, and the quality of that life. It is intrinsically tied up with that peace which is necessary in order to grow, to flourish and to develop; it involves care, concern, and the enormously important quality: hospitality. If we lose sight of all this, our concept of justice will become distorted, un-biblical, un-Christian. The fact that in our current society this background context is almost entirely absent is what has led some to reject ‘justice’ as a suitable translation of [image: image5.png]OIKYIOTUWT
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(sedaqah) behind it. 

KINGSHIP
Moses, as the Law-giver, stands at the head of Israel’s history as a nation, and his successors were called Judges, but the theme of justice takes on particular prominence in the emergence and development of Kingship in Israel. The dangers and possible abuses of having a king are clearly seen by at least some of the scriptural writers,12 and yet, with its emergence, we see the beginning of a most powerful and influential tradition (which brings us down eventually to what should be the image of Christ the King.) 

The role of King, at least in its origins, was twofold: to organise and lead the army in the defence of Israel against the incursions of the Philistines, and to “sit in the gate” (or in other words in neutral territory where both town dwellers and country dwellers could come to him in safety) dispensing justice so that his people (rather than his subjects) might live in peace and flourish. He established for them the rights which would enable them to take full part in a society, a People, which in its life reflects the life of loving concern of a God who has chosen this People, to lead and instruct, so that they might share his love, a love characterised by [image: image7.png]XY Ton



(hesed w e ‘emeth) – “steadfast merciful loving kindness” as it is most beautifully, and accurately rendered by the King James Version. 

The King’s job was to bring peace and justice to a war-torn land, to succour and support the weak, to defend the defenceless, both from attack from outside and from attack from within the community itself. The King was seen as the Shepherd of the flock just as God himself was the supreme Shepherd of Israel, leading them from captivity and oppression into “green pastures beside still waters” where they could develop and flourish “like the green bay tree” or “the palm tree by the Jordan” – all quotations from the Psalms. 

BETRAYAL  AND  CONDEMNATION
Kingship, however, was to go badly wrong in Israel and Judah. Although the story of the Judgment of Solomon is given to us as an example of its working as it should, and at the same time to show us, God’s presence in the wisdom which Solomon personified, nevertheless it was he who started, in the name principally of order, efficiency and security (in other words power politics), the oppression of the people which was to cause the final split between North and South, between Israel and Judah, and which was to characterise so much of the later history of these kingdoms. 

But not only did the role of King become distorted and corrupted, along with it the whole structure of society became involved in the corruption of the ideal of what it was to be God’s People. The prophet Amos’s condemnation of what was both a religious and economic oppression of the people is a clear indication of one aspect of what was going wrong. Amos, a southerner, going north to the great religious centre of Sechem, confronted those who thought that by carrying out to perfection all the rituals of the Law – rituals, note, not its spirit – they were on the point of bringing to fruition the expected ‘Day of Yahweh’. “That day will be a day of darkness, not of light” goes his denunciation.13 They think that they are fulfilling the terms of the Covenant; but Amos insists that they have destroyed their covenant relationship with God because, whilst performing their liturgy so correctly, they have at the same time been trampling on the poor and concerned only with enriching themselves. Of course in turn they denounce him for being both ignorant and an outsider.14 

The great condemnation of the ‘Shepherds of Israel’ in Ezekiel is similar. “Ho, Shepherds of Israel who have been feeding yourselves ! Should not shepherds feed the sheep? You eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fatlings but you do not feed the sheep...” 15 The Lord has made judgment against them, declares Ezekiel, and the shepherds will be deposed: “‘I myself will be the Shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down,’ says the Lord. ‘I will seek the lost and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the crippled and will strengthen the weak... I will feed them in justice... I will be the judge between sheep and sheep, and I will set over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them and be their shepherd... And they shall know that I, the Lord their God, am with them, and that they, the House of Israel, are my People”.’ 16 

THE  MESSIAH
Kingship vanished with the debacle of captivity and was never restored (though the Maccabees came close to trying it and clearly Herod had aspirations in this direction.) The idea of Kingship nevertheless lived on and developed. We can see, both in the above passage from Ezekiel and in the Gospels, that there is a Messianic expectation relating to the House of David and to God himself as Shepherd. An essential quality of Kingship in Israel was that the king was no absolute monarch, but the servant of Yahweh, anointed as an expression of God’s choice and commission. The Hebrew for anointed is [image: image8.png]et} s}



(meshiah) (which has come down to us inaccurately as messiah); in Greek it is [image: image9.png]KOITTOO



(christos) – the Christ. The King was the ‘anointed one’, and the concepts of Messiah and King were in fact to become identified,17 at the same time as being expanded and developed. 

‘Messianic’ expectation in Judaea at the time of Jesus is however a very uncertain concept, and much of what we, with hindsight, would include in the concept of Messiah, which led to Jesus being called the Christ, is somewhat different. Nevertheless salvific expectation was considerable. What we have overall is a People with a culture which is vibrant, with a powerful self-identifying religion, with a more or less constantly appalling political history and currently a harsh and alien occupation. Expectation of deliverance was in the air, the country hummed with it. Some saw it in terms of the Romans being thrown out by a military leader (the Maccabees being reborn perhaps); some saw it as the imposition of an effective religious regimen upon the people; some as achievable through an interiorisation. Within this context those who responded to Jesus of Nazareth and professed their belief in him as the Christ did so, not because they were simply impressed by his personality, his miracles, his idealistic doctrine or profound psychological insights, but because in him they saw the possibility of the fulfilment of all the hope and promise and expectation of their People and its history, in its relationship to God. This is something which it is necessary to bear in mind ceaselessly when we attempt to interpret, to understand, what we find in the Gospels. All this is the living context of the Beatitudes, within which, not outside of which, they must be approached in detail. With this in mind it is now possible to return to the text. 

HAPPY  OR  BLESSED?
So, should makarioi ([image: image10.png]sy tagalali



), the Greek of both Matthew (and Luke in his version), be Happy or Blessed 18 – or Blest? Quite apart from the finer distinction between these last two, the two basic words would seem to have quite different meanings (which probably accounts for much of the general hostility to the Jerusalem Bible’s version.) But do they? Not, I suggest, if it is remembered that this is the Gospel – the Good News, the news of God’s Kingdom – call it the ‘Kingdom of Heaven’ or the ‘Day of Yahweh’, it is basically the same. It is Good News – good news proclaimed to those whose whole lives are waiting for, hoping for, possibly almost despairing of, the coming of the Kingdom, where God’s justice is to be a living reality for them – their liberation from oppression, servitude and hopelessness. 

Just as in Amos’s time, the ‘authorities’ knew all the answers and were sure that the Day of Yahweh was not for the commonality, and certainly not for an ‘ignorant fig-farmer from the South’ and the rest of the unletterd, poor and ignorant riff-raff of the countryside, so also in Jesus’s time the poor and the down-trodden had little chance of hearing, and little chance of being able easily to accept, that the Kingdom of Heaven (God’s companionship, love and compassion, as living realities) was actually for them. Jesus’s message (to his disciples) from the Mount was that the crowds that followed him, and who were like sheep without a shepherd,19 were the chosen ones, the flock of God’s shepherding. They were the ‘blessed’, the ‘happy’ ones [image: image11.png]MN



(‘ashre.) These two distinct English words do mean the same thing, if seen in the living context of the Bible, and if they have been purified of ideas having connotations of piety and reward, and if we have got rid of the idea of ‘Heaven’ as simply a place in the after-life where virtue is rewarded: pie in the sky. 

THE  KINGDOM  OF  HEAVEN 
What it means to be a King in the biblical tradition has been made clear. What follows from this is what a Kingdom – the Kingdom of Heaven or the Kingdom of God – should be. It is the actuality of God’s love, of his justice, and of his peace. “Thy Kingdom come; thy Will be done, on earth as it is in Heaven” Jesus taught his disciples to pray. That is the nature of God’s Kingdom; ‘Heaven’ is the locality, the site, indeed realm, of its actuality whereas earth is only that of its potential. But the day is coming when this distinction between “heaven and earth shall pass away”.20 That is what we pray for in the Lord’s Prayer; and that was what Jesus was proclaiming as a possibility for those people out there below him – the Blest, the Happy, the Fortunate. 

THE  TWOFOLD  STRUCTURE 
In the light of this preliminary examination of its context it is now possible to return to the text and its structure. As has been suggested, the whole unit - comprised of eight verses, the eight beatitudes – would seem to be divided into two balanced and very similar, though at the same time interestingly different, parts, each ending with a reference to what should now unequivocally be called justice with, however, all the provisos and clarifications which have been made borne in mind. 

The first of these references is to “those who hunger and thirst after justice.” To our minds, especially if we have not fully escaped from the concept of righteousness and its associations, this phrase can be ambiguous: it can mean those in need of justice or those committed to seeing that justice is done. But at the time of Christ, especially with no such connotation, it refers unequivocally to those who need justice in order to survive, those who cry out for it, and to whom God in his fidelity and compassion ([image: image12.png]XY Ton



 – hesed w e ‘emeth) responds. It is the second reference to ‘justice’ in the eighth beatitude that refers to those who work for justice, who are committed to such work, and are persecuted as a consequence. This in fact provides the clue to the structure of the whole passage: it is concerned throughout with the ‘Kingdom of Heaven’ and with justice, which of course are not two realities but one, and, within this enormous rubric, it is concerned first with those in need (the first four), and then with those who are doing something about it (the second set of four) – as such it can be seen to have close, but at first sight unexpected, similarities with the famous parable of the sheep and the goats: the great Last Judgment scene (‘Day of Yahweh’?) of Matthew Ch. 25. 

At first sight this suggested division would seem to fit in some cases, but not in others. To see whether this is so it is necessary to examine the text in detail. 

THE  POOR  IN  SPIRIT 
“Blessed are the poor in Spirit” and Luke’s version “Blessed are you poor” 21 are in effect so startlingly different 22 that much has been made of Luke’s, or Matthew’s, fidelity to, or betrayal of the original. The once current suggestion that Matthew’s account as we have it has been written up and altered by someone 23 who had ‘spiritualised’ the message does not fit in with the respective Gospels themselves nor with the primitive nature of Matthew’s account. What is more is that such speculation is entirely unnecessary, as will shortly become apparent.24 

The traditional difficulty with regard to ‘poor in spirit’ and the problems arising with regard to translating it, are partly the result of misinterpreting the blessed/happy connotation – seeing it in pietistic terms – and partly an historical misunderstanding of ‘spirit’. This latter has almost an entirely different meaning depending upon whether it comes in a Greek or Hebrew context, not to mention its development within subsequent European and World culture. 

Here we are concerned primarily with the Hebrew though the text as we have it is in Greek: [image: image13.png]sy tagalali
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(makarioi hoi ptoxoi)) means ‘blessed (or happy) are the poor’,25 but to this is added [image: image15.png]Ol TTVEULYTE



(tôi pneumati), meaning ‘with regard to the spirit’. It is necessary, if they are to be understood correctly, to go back to the cultural context of these words. The ‘spirit’ ([image: image16.png]mnma



 - ruah in Hebrew) primarily means the movement of air, the wind or the breath; but behind this idea is the breath of God which moved upon the waters in the creation narrative, and who breathed life into Adam, and by whom we all breathe and live. Indeed life is breath. In simplistic terms: when you live you breathe, when you are dead you don’t ! Breath is spirit is life. 

In this context, then, the ‘poor in spirit’ are those whose hold on life is very tenuous, either metaphorically or actually – under conditions where starvation could easily occur. They were those who had to beg for life, whether they were the blind, the leper, the cripple, or simply the downtrodden. All the characters of the Gospels who came flocking to Jesus are here. They are the disinherited, the outsiders, those without hope, and certainly they are those whom it would seem that God had forgotten and whom the great ritualistic kingdom had passed by. These are the [image: image17.png]oMy



(‘anawim) of the Old Testament, the ‘dispossessed of the land’ 26 (the teeming masses of South America; until recently in principle the native inhabitants of South Africa, etc.) But No, Christ’s message is precisely for them. They are happy; they are blessed, for the Kingdom of Heaven 27 is for them. There is not much difference between the poor in general (Luke) and the poor in ‘spirit’ (Matthew), they are equally the downtrodden, those who need justice, who need a shepherd to care for them. The Shepherd is to hand;28 this is the Good News. So happy 29 are they indeed. Happy the downtrodden, the dispossessed. 

It is to be hoped that by now we have altogether left behind the concept of the ‘beatitudes’ as a moral/theological list of the ways in which we must behave to achieve holiness and reach heaven – though they do in part embody such concepts. It may indeed be possible to draw up such lists for spiritual textbooks, and they may sometimes be helpful, but they are not found as such in the Gospels – not even in the ‘Sermon on the Mount’ – nor do they come, directly at any rate, from Jesus of Nazareth. 

THE  MEEK 
Traditional interpretations of this category are based on the assumption that it is (as all the ‘Beatitudes’) a virtue. But as it is possible now to see, what we are dealing with is those who are suffering and need support – the ‘meek’, the ‘gentle’, those ‘without adequate clout’. Here we have those not able adequately to defend themselves, those without sufficient power to protect themselves, whether it is a matter of physical strength, money or knowledge. Interestingly their ‘reward’: “they shall inherit the earth”, is a quotation from Psalm 37, which is all about God casting out those who oppress others: “In a little while [when the Day of Yahweh – God’s justice – comes] the wicked shall not be there; the poor shall have the land for their own, to enjoy in lasting peace.” The living historical context of this was the rich landowners pushing out and taking over the smallholders. The ‘meek’ and the ‘gentle’ are in fact the lowly, the insignificant, who do not go about bashing others to get their own way, and thus suffer, in that society – as in ours. 

THE  MOURNERS 
Those who mourn are obviously suffering, but how is it that they lack justice? It should be remembered that in the society under consideration – Judaea at the time of Christ, not necessarily that in which we might be living – those who were bereaved, particularly a wife losing a husband, or a mother losing a son, not only lost support but also status. This is well illustrated by the story of the ‘Widow’s mite’.30 Jesus is indeed commending her for her generosity and commitment to God – which is normally taken to be the full implication of the story – but perhaps more importantly he was pointing out the worth before God of one who appeared, in human terms, to be worthless: she was old, a woman, a widow, a pauper – a nobody, but not to God. Such as these are the subject of this ‘beatitude’; they need mercy and love, comforting and being accepted – all words in effect synonymous with justice as it emerges from the biblical tradition. 

HUNGERING  AND  THIRSTING  FOR  JUSTICE 
The meaning of this has already been discussed (in The Twofold Structure above.) It not only sums up those categories which precede it and illustrate it, but specifically relates the need for, and the achievement of, justice to the ‘Kingdom of Heaven’. These four ‘beatitudes’ are consistently concerned with those who need justice and are promised it. God has not forgotten them; they are indeed happy – blessed – for the “Kingdom of Heaven is at hand”.31 

THE  MERCIFUL 
The ‘merciful’ clearly come under the heading of those who are doing something rather than needing it – characteristic, it has been suggested, of the second group of four beatitudes. What they are doing, however, is not immediately clear – ‘mercy’ is not a straightforward or unequivocal concept. In our current usage ‘mercy’ is in effect almost the opposite of ‘justice’: If you have done something wrong, justice demands punishment; ‘mercy’ lets you off, it effectively contradicts the demands of justice. ‘Mercy’, however, in the Hebraic tradition is a radical part of justice – it is the steadfast loving kindness ([image: image18.png]XY Ton



 - hesed w e ‘emeth) which fires that justice and makes it the actual revelation of God – a God not preconceived and then found to be merciful, but a God found in that expression of mercy and care, justice and commitment. ‘Being merciful’ is taking part in God’s work, the actual covenantal relationship of God to his People. 

PURE  IN  HEART 
The sixth beatitude is clearly a stumbling block to the theory that nos 5-8, by contrast with nos 1-4, are concerned with those who are ‘doing something about it’. In its traditional interpretation, rooted deeply in our culture, it has nothing whatsoever to do directly with ‘justice for those in need of it’. But this traditional interpretation, latched onto the Church’s neurotic obsession with sex and impurity, is highly questionable. To see this it is necessary to cross the culture gap from our day to Judaea at the time of Christ, but this doesn’t mean just going back to 1st Century Palestine; it means going back to the Old Testament which formed its culture. 

The nearest OT parallel to our NT text is to be found in the Psalms where in no. 73 we have the phrase: “Truly God is good to the upright, to those who are pure in heart.” 232 Psalm 64 (v.10) talks of “those who are upright in heart ([image: image19.png]il 1]
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(barei lebhabh); [image: image21.png]M



(barey) means clean, clear, pure. The psalmist is in effect speaking of how he has got his value system all wrong, admiring and trying to follow the brash entrepreneurs, the fat cats – those who care nothing for Yahweh’s covenant. It is only through God’s gift of wisdom, its entering into and taking over his understanding, that he realises how wrong he has been. He is now able with strength to be once again fully committed to God. 

This represents a complex subject, but within the present context of the beatitudes something relatively simple is represented: a purified mind – a clear mind, in some sense an open mind. The heart in that culture was seen as the seat, not of the emotions, but of the mind; the guts, the bowls, were the seat of the emotions.33 What is involved here is a pure, a cleansed mind. [image: image22.png]KayEarnieiv



(katharizein), the verb used to qualify heart/mind, means to ‘wash clean’ and has OT ritual as well as NT baptismal connotations. It refers also to the destructive power of the ‘vision of God’ and should be tied in with the New Law, inscribed in the heart/mind, of Jeremiah.34 In other words a mind which goes straight through to its objective. This can indeed perhaps best be represented by the word committed – the effect that his understanding has on the Psalmist. Being committed is a matter of ‘doing something about it’. It could be, indeed it almost certainly is, as simple as that; there is certainly no connotation here whatsoever of what we today would mean by ‘purity’. 

If this seems not easy to accept at first thought it is only because we are so indoctrinated with the idea that what is being presented is a list of ‘spiritual’ pieties and virtues that we are unable to see what Jesus is actually talking about within its living context. The sixth beatitude is no stumbling block – it is just extremely difficult to practice! The parable of the Sower is surely relevant.35 

THE  PEACEMAKERS  –  GOD’S  HEIRS 
This category quite clearly fits into the scema suggested. Peacemaking is a radical part of God’s work, the Messianic work, but the implications of this are brought out more clearly if we consider the ‘reward’: “They shall be called the Sons of God.” In the New Jerusalem Bible, for good anti-sexist reasons, this has been changed to “children of God”; but in doing this it has effectively missed, or lessened, the point. “Sons of God” – again in the cultural context – implies heirs of God. It refers to those who, on coming of age, inherit his estate, his position, his responsibilities. And that means us. In being called by Christ we are called seriously to be his brothers and his sisters (his Father is our Father), to be co-workers, co-Christs, with him. As ‘believers’ we are no passive bystanders or merely caught up with the God-wagon. In being called to share his love, we are called to share his work, witnesses to the Kingdom, the Good News – and we are called to act. Again there is a clear relationship to the Final Judgment Scene ( Kingdom of Heaven) of Matthew Ch. 25. 

PERSECUTED  IN  THE  CAUSE  OF  JUSTICE 
The final ‘beatitude’ sums up the activities of the ‘doers’ – those whose proclamation of the Kingdom is not a matter of empty words. It refers hack to that Kingdom, which is for the poor and the outcast, thus binding the text together as a whole – so that the two ‘parts’ can be seen to be necessarily complementary. To this it adds, however, that such commitment to justice, mercy, peace and love will bring persecution. This is the obverse of the coin; it is the enigma of the Crucifixion.36 

THE  BEATITUDES 
It is now possible to offer a tentative version of the Beatitudes. It is not so much a translation as an attempt to represent their meaning – to escape from a whole series, and a whole history, of taking the passage out of context and reading into it presuppositions which are not those of Jesus; which are not concerned with his revelation to the mystery of God, dwelling amongst us. 

Blessed are the downtrodden, the worthless; 
    God’s Kingdom is indeed for them. 
Blessed are the bereft; 
    they shall be given strength and comfort. 
Blessed are the lowly, the exploited; 
    they shall enjoy their possessions in peace. 
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for justice; 
    they shall receive it. 

Blessed are the merciful; 
    they shall share in God’s love. 
Blessed are those who are committed; 
    they shall be filled with the glory of God. 
Blessed are the peacemakers; 
    they shall be God’s heirs. 
Blessed those who suffer in the struggle for justice. 
    God’s Kingdom is theirs already. 


One or two comments are necessary to clarify or justify this ‘translation’. Firstly, the ‘reward’ of the fifth: “They shall share in God’s love.” Going further than “they shall receive mercy” this attempts to bring out and accentuate the connection between mercy and love as exemplified in the “merciful loving kindness ([image: image23.png]XY Ton



 - hesed w e ‘emeth) of God.”  

In the sixth the suggested reward is “they shall be filled with the glory of God” which goes a lot further than “they shall see God” which is what the actual Greek says.37 Behind this, however, would seem to be the ideas of the Glory ([image: image24.png]MN19



 - Kabhod) of God manifested in his presence to Israel: the [image: image25.png]T



(Shekinah.) This rendering attempts to catch, or at least suggest, these riches. 

There is however one piece of gratuitous non-translation here – in the conclusion of the eighth and final beatitude: “The Kingdom of God is theirs already.” This is not a translation but an interpretation – which does not, however, come to eisegesis, because, although it does not stand on the text as it actually exists (the Greek as we have it), it comes out of all the exegesis and Biblical theology which has gone to interpret the passage as a whole. It suffers, of course, from one major deficiency: it fails to show up the inclusio between the first and last verse which, in the Greek, are identical. But having recognised this, and having used it to help understand the structure as a whole, it can perhaps reasonably be dropped in favour of a wonderfully all-embracing conclusion. 

OPTION  FOR  THE  POOR 
For the downtrodden, the poor, the lowly and the bereft all those who cry out for God’s justice and love (not vindication) – the Good News, what makes them the ‘happy ones’, the ‘blessed’, is that they too are called by him to the feast, the banquet on Mount Zion, the New Jerusalem. But at the same time as our (yes, all of us) being called to the feast, we are called to Christ as his sisters and his brothers, co-heirs of his Father’s Kingdom, called to work with him in shepherding the flock – called to be co-Christs. This is what it is to be a part of God’s Kingdom – the kingdom of peace, love, service and self-offering, but above all of working for justice – [image: image26.png]oty
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(dikaiosyné) of both the Old and the New Testaments. As Christians, we his disciples are called to share God’s life, his work, his love. In the Sermon on the Mount we have one of the most beautiful and powerful descriptions ever of this vocation. 

But this has implications, for at the same time what we have here is in a very real sense a ‘political’ programme which, for the committed Christian, cannot be avoided. Every time that we come up against the poor being marginalised, social groups, racial or other minorities discriminated against, a lack of human rights, a breach of justice or peace among nations, classes, or individuals and turn a blind eye in the name of security, economy or our own interests we will be in danger of joining the goats in that challenging and alarming parable of Matthew 25. The Sermon on the Mount, especially in its account of the Beatitudes, should help us to interpret that parable – it does not stand alone as an oddity in the Gospels. What is required from Christians is not just ‘charity’ or ‘love’ for the ‘poor’ (– the poor in all these senses), but something involving a far deeper understanding and realisation of God’s mercy, love and compassion – his Kingdom – and his desire to share that Kingdom, his life, with us – a realisation which implies an active option, a commitment, a ‘purity of heart’. This is what the ‘beatitudes’ are about. 

The Feast of St Matthew 
21st September 1996, 
(revised 21st July 2000) 

NOTES 

1. Mat. 5:2-9. 

2. This was the title of the original version of this paper, published in 1992. 

3. Cf. Michael Goulder, Midrash and Lection in Matthew, SPCK London 1974. 

4. Jn 18:36. 

5. The New English Bible avoided this ambiguity by going for blest. Its later revision has wisely gone back to blessed – to eliminate ambiguity is usually to impoverish rather than enrich. 

6. Actually just one of many ‘authorised’ versions. 

7. As also in the no longer used Douay/Rheims version, which being a translation of the Latin Vulgate gives us justice for justitia. 

8. We have a similar phenomenon in the attempt (attributed to Card. Ratzinger) to reduce the Church’s “option for the poor” to “love of the poor”. 

9. For example our present passage must surely have originally been in Aramaic. 

10. Even those concepts which seem at first sight to he entirely new, such as Logos and Paraclete, turn out, on closer examination, to have deep Hebraic roots. 

11. It is only very recently indeed that the idea of compensation from the state for criminal damage has become regular. 

12. Cf. the story of Abimelech (Judges 9.) 

13. Amos 5:18-20. 

14. In the not dissimilar, but equally not as powerful, denunciation of the ‘authorities’ found in Nehemiah Ch.5, his accusations are met with (reluctant) acquiescence – but he, of course, was the Persian governor of the Province. 

15. Ezekiel 34:2-3. 

16. Ezekiel 34:30. 

17. Thus when the Jewish authorities say to Pilate “We have no King but Caesar” (Jn 19:15) this must be understood in the sense “We have no Messiah but Caesar” or in other words all their hope and expectation, and their relationship to God, is summed up in Caesar. No wonder John presents this as the nadir of the whole narrative. 

18. The Classical Greek word makarios is probably best translated by fortunate, which is for example what we find in the Anchor Commentary on Matthew. 

19. It is essential to interpret this with reference back not only to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, but also to the condemnation of Ezekiel seen above. 

20. Mat 24:35. Not “earth and sky” as the New Jerusalem Bible suggests, thus reducing the whole idea to a ‘spiritualisation’. 

21. Lk 6:20. 

22. At first sight, but only at first sight, it looks as if something like the distinction between “loving the poor” and “option for the poor” is involved (Cf. note 8 above.) 

23. The person who translated it? and any such translation would surely also have been an edited version. 

24. Such translations as “those who recognise their need for God” (NEB et al.) although dependent upon the connotation of ‘beggar’ which goes with ‘poor’ would seem, rather than a translation, to be entirely a matter of eisegesis. 

25. ptôchoi can (should) quite often carry the meaning ‘beggars’. See preceding note. 

26. Ez 46:18. 

27. The actual tense of the Greek is future but this is almost certainly (as in other ways, to which attention has been drawn) reflecting the Hebrew, in which in the classical (biblical) form the future ‘tense’ (alias the imperfect) has no specifically future connotation, but rather on-going, whether past, present or future – an important point to be aware of in order to avoid misrepresenting the original. 

28. The word êngken (e.g. Mat 10:8) probably means ‘here and now’ (i.e. ‘at hand’) rather than the more distant, future, ‘close at hand’ (JB) – it is the perfect of êngizein. 

29. ‘Fortunate’ (e.g. Anchor Bible) although seeming at first sight a good translation of the Greek makrioi can be seen, within the biblical context, to be hopelessly inadequate. 

30. Mark 12:42 (King James). This archaic word has been replaced by the now almost equally archaic ‘farthing’! The RSV has: “A poor widow came, and put in two copper coins, which make a penny.” 

31. Mat 10:7. Cf. also Mat 3:2; 4:17. 

32. Ps 73:1. This is the reading taken by the RSV which suggests “the upright” as the ‘complement’ to “pure in heart”. (Other versions read “Truly God is good to Israel” confusing, it is suggested, yshr ‘el for yshr’el). The RSV reading is stronger and more persuasive; the others somewhat lacking in strength. 

33. ‘Bowels of compassion’ splanchna. Cf. e.g. Mat 9:36. 

34. Jer 31:33. 

35. Mat 13:3 etc. 

36. “Two thousand years ago someone was nailed to a tree for saying wouldn’t it be a good thing if people loved one another.” Douglas Adams, Goodbye and thanks for all the fish. 

37. See, however, Note 27. 

http://www.bfpubs.demon.co.uk/beatitudes.htm


