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The Beatitudes:
Blessings for a New Life

Matt 5:1-12

Introduction

The Sermon on the Mount begins with some of the best
known and least understood verses in the New Testament, the
Beatitudes, so called from the Vulgate’s beati, “blessed.” In com-
ing to terms with them, as with the whole sermon, one must
keep in mind the church to which they were first addressed. The
evangelist we call Matthew was writing to address the needs of a
growing church, and the material we call the Sermon on the
Mount is a collection of Jesus’ teachings. Its Hellenistic literary
genre is the epitome, a condensation from a larger body of mate-
rial made by an editor for a specific purpose. It is unusually brief
and precise in style, and that style is poetic and proverbial. The
Sermon on the Mount presents, in brief, the teaching of Jesus in
a systematic fashion. As Hans Dieter Betz has written, “the text

. sums up the uncompromising ethics of the historical
Jesus.™

This “summary sermon” is carefully organized according to a
pattern that would have been easily recognized by Jewish Chris-
tians in the second half of the first century. A Rabbinic proverb

1 Hans Dieter Betz, “Sermon on the Mount” in David Noel Freedman et
al., eds., The Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992) 5:1106.

-
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stated, “By three things is the world sustained: by the Law, by
the Temple service, and by deeds of loving kindness.” Something
like this seems to have provided Matthew with a structural prin-
ciple for Jesus’ first discourse (in a gospel that contains five dis-
courses or sermons). After Matthew introduces the setting
(5:1-2), Jesus pronounces eschatological blessings (5:3-12) on
his disciples (5:13-17), and discusses Law (5:17-48), worship or
piety (6:1-17), and various kinds of benevolent activity
(6:19-7:23). The whole sermon is introduced by two decep-
tively simply verses.

In 5:1-2 we are told that there were crowds. The implication
is that people are already following Jesus. What follows is a
teaching for all to hear, a general summary, and admonition. It
takes place on a mountain, with all those heavy religious associa-
tions. In Ancient Near Eastern cosmology the gods were “up.” In
Hebrew Scripture, Moses receives the Law on a mountain; God
comes to Elijah on a mountain. Matthew is subtly making the
connection between the Rabbi Jesus, who assumed the authorita-
tive position and sat to teach, and great figures from Israel’s past.
Then Matthew says “the disciples came to him.” Are the disciples
different from the crowd? Were they especially called out from it
to hear this teaching? Scholars answer the questions in various
ways. The point is that Jesus “began to teach”; the verb form in
Greek implies that he will continue to do so: this is a beginning.

The Beatitudes that follow served Matthew’s community as
words of encouragement in their suffering. Matthew’s gospel, like
Mark’s, suggests that to follow Jesus inevitably leads to suffering.
Scholars think that Matthew’s community is probably in the
process of defining itself over and against its roots in the synagogue
from which it has been excluded or has departed. The Jewish
Christians in Matthew’s community are suffering the dislocation
of separation from their former religious community that occurred
after the Council of Jamnia about 80 to 85 CE.

The Beatitudes occur in the context of and introduce the subject
of Christian, as contrasted with Pharisaic, righteousness (5:1-6:18).
Augustine noted that they are “with regard to good morals, the per-

The Beatitudes: Blessings for a New Life 9

fect standard of the Christian life.”? Many scholars regard them as
the fundamental laws of the kingdom of God, the theme of which is
the righteousness the King requires. While the followers of Jesus
will inherit the kingdom, they will also experience earthly distresses
like sorrow, hunger, mourning, persecution, and yearning. In the
Beatitudes we see both the character and the privileges of the sub-
jects of God’s kingdom. Indeed, the Beatitudes are the “marching
orders” for that kingdom.

Literary Form

If the Beatitudes are not the actual words of Jesus, they cer-
tainly represent his teaching accurately. Both Matthew (5:3-12)
and Luke (6:20-23) record a version of them. Source criticism of
the New Testament suggests that they come from the Synoptic
gospel source we call “Q” (a sayings collection common to
Matthew and Luke) and from “M,” Matthew’s own, special ma-
terial. Matthew has placed them at the beginning of the first of
five discourses Jesus delivers in his gospel. Thus they set the tone
for everything that follows.

Beatitudes are expressions of praise or congratulation and
thus belong to the literary genre known as ascription. A beati-
tude or macarism begins with the Greek adjective makarios and
is followed by a pronoun that introduces the clause explaining
the quality or conduct that prompted the blessedness (the hoti
clauses in the Greek). Usually they are formulated in the third
person singular, but that is not universal. In ancient literature
there existed both religious macarisms (like Ps 1:1) and secular
macarisms that praised people for wealth, strength, wisdom,
etc.’ Beatitudes may bless humans because of their present
circumstances, but also for what lies in store for them in the

2 Augustine of Hippo, Commentary on the Lord’s Sermon on the Mount,
ed. Denis J. Kavanagh (New York: Fathers of the Church, Inc., 1951) 19.
(Hereafter cited as Kavanagh.)

3 Hans Dieter Betz, “The Beatitudes of the Sermon on the Mount” in
idem, Essays on the Sermon on the Mount (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985) 25.
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future.* Many scholars think Matt 5:3-12 is of this latter sort,
that these are “eschatological blessings,” the rewards of God to
believers at the denouement of history.

As a literary form beatitudes occur in many ancient litera-
tures, but especially in Greek and Hebrew. There are at least 45
beatitudes in the Hebrew Bible, most of which are found in the
wisdom literature and are declarative statements that function as
exhortations. The New Testament contains about 37 beatitudes,
17 of which occur in the gospels as sayings of Jesus.’

Structure

Matthew’s Beatitudes are as follows:

3 Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven.

4 Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.

S Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.

6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
for they shall be satisfied.

7 Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.

8 Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.

9 Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children
of God.

10 Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake,

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

There is, in fact, discussion about the actual number of Beati-
tudes in the Sermon on the Mount. Some scholars argue for
seven (5:3-9), some eight (viewing vv. 10-12 as one beatitude),
and some nine (5:3-12). It is certainly the case that this is not a
random list, but a carefully patterned collection. In his 1905
commentary, The Gospel According to St. Matthew, A. Carr sug-

4 Dale C. Allison, The Sermon on the Mount: Inspiring the Moral Imagina-
tion (New York: Crossroad, 1999) 41.
5 Raymond Collins, “Beatitude,” ABD 1:629-31.
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gests the Beatitudes present a pattern of Christian growth. It be-
gins with the poor in spirit. Spiritual poverty allows one to re-
ceive the benefits of repentance. The poor know they need. This
spiritual poverty leads to sadness for sin, the “sorrow” or
“mourning” of v. 4. The meek (v. 5), those of gentle spirit, are
ready to be submissive to God’s will. They are like Jesus who is
“gentle and lowly in heart” (Matt 11:29) or like the psalmist in
Psalm 131 whose “eyes are not raised too high,” who is not oc-
cupied “with things too great and too marvelous.” The meek
one hungers and thirsts for righteousness (v. 6), which is mani-
fested by the three virtues of Christian life: mercy (v. 7), purity
(v. 8), and peacemaking (v. 9).6

Hebrew poetry often exhibits synonymous parallelism in sets
of two, three, or four. This has led scholars to divide the Beati-
tudes into two groups of four lines, two parallel stanzas. In
Greek each of these quatrains has 36 words.” The first four (vv.
3-6) emphasize the persecuted character of Jesus’ disciples and
God’s reversals on their behalf, and the last four (vv. 7-10) list
the ethical qualities that have led to their persecution and the re-
wards that will be theirs. The righteousness of which the Beati-
tudes speak refers in vv. 3-6 to divine justice (those who will
inherit the kingdom) and in vv. 7-10 to their good conduct.
Verses 3 and 10 end with “kingdom of heaven,” marking off an
inclusion. All the groups listed in vv. 3-6 begin in the Greek with
“p”: poor (ptochoi), mourning (penthountes), meek (praeis), and
hungering (peinontes). Verses 5 and 9 work on the basis of a
family metaphor, the inheritance that comes to children, and
thus to heirs. Verses 6 and 10 begin with the idea of righteous-
ness, so the last verse of each “stanza” balances. The first stanza
deals with those who have been deprived of the justice of right-
eousness, and the second speaks of those who are dedicated to
its establishment. David Garland has noted that in an arrange-
ment of two stanzas of four beatitudes (vv. 3-6 and vv. 7-10) the

6 A. Carr, The Gospel According to St. Matthew (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1905) 55.
7 Kavanagh, Reading Matthew, 365.
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first group pertain to one’s disposition toward God and the sec-
ond one’s attitude toward others.? It is worth remembering that
this is roughly the pattern set forth in the Ten Commandments
and in the Lord’s Prayer as well. In all three teachings relations
with God precede relations with others. Church Fathers Poly-
carp and John Chrysostom both noted that the “poor in spirit”
(v. 3) are, in fact, the persecuted of v. 10 so that the Beatitudes
form a sort of “golden chain” linking consolation and activity.

To understand the Beatitudes properly, we need to have some
sense of the meaning of the terms “blessed” and “kingdom of
heaven.”

“Blessed”/Makarios

Unfortunately in some modern English translations the Greek
work makarioi is rendered “happy.” This doesn’t make theologi-
cal or logical sense. The etymological root of “happy” is hap and
means “chance,” as in “happenstance.” But certainly Christian
blessedness isn’t a matter of chance! We Christians do not live
under the rule of the Fates or the goddess Fortuna. Nor does
“happy” as a translation make logical sense, as “happy are they
who mourn” illustrates. Anybody who has mourned will tell you
they were not happy! As St. Augustine notes about this beatitude,
“mourning is a sorrowful thing, for it is the sob of one who is
sorry.”® The Greek verb makarizd means “consider fortunate.” It
does not mean “happy” in the emotional sense, as modern Eng-
lish uses the word, but suggests success or prosperity as in a for-
mula of congratulation. A makarism was a familiar ascription in
the Greek world; it was used to congratulate people who in some
way shared the privileged state of the gods.!® In 1 Timothy 1:11
the word is used in connection with God, “who is worthy of all
praise,” suggesting a deeply religious connotation for the term.

# David Garland, Reading Matthew (New York: Crossroad, 1993) 54.
? Kavanagh, 365.
10 Garland, Reading Matthew, 52-53.
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“Blessedness,” then, does not describe the feelings or emo-
tional state of those to whom it is applied. The “blessed” might
well be miserable! They are assigned the term “blessed” from an
ideal point of view. They are to be congratulated for having di-
vine approval. Indeed, in the Greek text of the Beatitudes there is
no “to be” verb, no “are.” In Greek these are not statements, but
exclamations, like those that might begin with the Hebrew
ashere: “O, the bliss of!” William Barclay called them “congratu-
lations on present bliss.”* Other scholars have argued that the
Beatitudes view things from God’s point of view. They are some-
times called “eschatological blessings,” God’s congratulations,
which will find fulfillment in the lives of God’s beloved. In this
sense “congratulations” is a much better rendering than “happy”
for makarioi, although I prefer the traditional “blessed.”

Kingdom of Heaven

“The Synoptic Gospels contain 76 different kingdom say-
ings. . . .”12 The term “kingdom of heaven” occurs 32 times in
Matthew’s gospel. Matthew prefers the term “heaven” to “God”
because he was writing for a Jewish Christian community that
would be hesitant to use the name of God. I quote these num-
bers simply to suggest that “kingdom of God/heaven” is a major,
if not the major point in the teaching of Jesus. Matthew has in-
dicated in 4:17, 23 and 9:35 (compare 10:7) that the nearness
of the kingdom was the Gospel, the Good News Jesus pro-
claimed. It called for repentance, or turning again (4:17) and
was attested by miracles (9:35). All of Matthew 13 is devoted to
kingdom parables, and it is instructive to read that chapter and
then to examine the Beatitudes in its light.

! William Barclay, The Beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer for Everyman
(New York: Harper and Row, 1968) 15.

12 C.C. Caragounis, “Kingdom of God/Heaven” in Joel B. Green, et al.,
eds., Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, 1992) 425.
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But what does the phrase mean? “Kingdom of heaven” is
shorthand for the reign of God, which Jesus comes to proclaim
and inaugurate. Perhaps calling it the “reign” of God rather than
the “kingdom” of God makes it clear that we are not speaking
about real estate, about land. “Kingdom” signifies “God’s . . .
sovereign, dynamic and eschatological . . . rule.”!® The idea is in
continuity with both Hebrew scriptural and Jewish apocalyptic
thinking, but on Jesus’ lips it differed from both in that it “de-
noted God’s eternal rule rather than an earthly kingdom, its
scope was universal rather than limited to the Jewish nation, and
it was imminent and potentially present in him rather than a
vague, future hope. . . .”'* The phrase refers “to the ideal, es-
chatological state, when, in the words of the Lord’s Prayer, God’s
will ‘will be done on earth as it is in heaven.””!S The coming of
the kingdom had messianic associations for Jesus’ hearers, so to
speak of the kingdom was to speak of God’s rescue and deliver-
ance in historical and political as well as personal terms. In our
day anyone who says the followers of Jesus should avoid politics
hasn’t understood his preaching of the kingdom. “Kingdom”
moves us from the personal to the corporate or political and re-
minds us that Gospel living is always life in and for community.

In Matthew’s gospel in particular, the kingdom of heaven
idea frames the Beatitudes and also forms the first petition of the
Lord’s prayer. For Matthew, concern for the kingdom of heaven
takes precedence over all other concerns. It is sobering to note
that, at the end of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says entrance
into the kingdom depends not on lip service, but on perfor-
mance of God’s will (Matt 7:21). And so we turn (finally!) to the
Beatitudes themselves.

3 Ibid. 417.
¥ Ibid.

15 Allison, Sermon, 46.
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Matthew 5:3: Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.!¢

It is crucial to understand what the word poor (ptéchos) means.
It is an adjective describing someone who is completely destitute.
Luke chooses it to describe Lazarus in Luke 16:20-21. It is used
38 times in the LXX and refers to those oppressed by the rich and
powerful. The “poor” in the Psalms (9:13, 34:10) and elsewhere
(Isa 49:13, 61:1) are the class of needy righteous who suffer at the
hands of the ungodly, but trust in God. They are tied in the OT to
the ani, the poor, humble, faithful whose trust is only in God;
they are the “first cousins” of the “Remnant.” (See Isa 11:4;
29:19; 32:7; 61:1; Amos 2:7; 8:4; Zeph 2:3.) The “poor” are
those who could not make a living without working at jobs that
made them ritually impure. (See, for example, John 7:49.) They
are of special concern throughout the letter of James (which liber-
ally quotes Matthew) as those chosen to be “poor in the world”
but “rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom” (Jas 2:5). The “poor”
are the am-ha’aretz, the quiet in the land, the little people who
tried to be religiously observant but were troubled both by eco-
nomic necessity and religious and political oppression. Scholar-

- ship suggests they are probably the group from which Jesus

himself came. If Robert Gundry is correct and Isa 61:1-2 is the
text behind the Sermon on the Mount, what we have here are the
oppressed who cry out for deliverance and rely on God to provide
it. As opposed to those who have access to power and visible
means of support, the poor depend upon God.

“Poor of spirit” also implies personal inadequacy.!” So Augus-
tine, says: “the poor in spirit are rightly understood as the
humble and the God-fearing . . . those who do not have a
bloated spirit.”*® Matthew has taken the social condition of

16 For an extended exposition of this beatitude see Betz, “Beatitudes,”
26-33.

17 Robert Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theologi-
cal Art (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982) 67.

18 Kavanagh, 21.
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Luke’s beatitude (Luke 6:20) and spiritualized it. The “poor in
spirit” “acknowledge their spiritual need.”*® It is not only the
rich who will have trouble entering the kingdom; it is the self-
confident, the “actualized,” the self-sufficient. Those who are
not ill, or who don’t know they are sick, seek no physician! The
inadequate, the broken, the spiritually “afflicted” are close to the
kingdom and, in fact, are its citizens.. The Greek literally says
“heaven rules them.”?° The poor in spirit live in acknowledg-
ment of their impoverishment before God. They know them-
selves to be the “king’s subjects.” Jesus says awareness of the
need for God makes one more receptive to God’s reign.! This
Beatitude clearly flies in the face of our self-sufficient, self-
actualized praising culture. It says, in fact, that those who are
aware of their own personal inadequacy, not the strong or “able,”
are now (“theirs is” the kingdom: italics mine) in God’s reign.

Excursus

It should be noted that the order of 5:4-5 is uncertain. Some
ancient manuscripts of Matthew place v. 5 before v. 4, and J.
Fenton thinks there are good grounds for thinking that was the
original order.22 I have preserved the commonly accepted order
found in the major English translations of the NT.

Matthew 5:4: Blessed are those who mourn,
for they shall be comforted.

The word for “mourn,” penthein, is one of the strongest ex-
pressions for mourning in Greek and is usually used for mourn-
ing the dead. God has anointed One who will “comfort all who

19 Allison, Sermon, 44-45. For an interesting article that makes the star-
tling point that Christianity is a religion for the broken and sick see Donald
E. Gowan, “Salvation as Healing,” Ex Auditu 5 (1989) 1-19.

20 Mark Allen Powell, “Matthew’s Beatitudes: Reversals and Rewards of
the Kingdom,” CBQ 58 (1996) 465.

2t Garland, Reading Matthew, 55.

22 J. Fenton, Saint Matthew (London: Penguin, 1963) 80.
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mourn.” (See Isa 61:2.) Those mourners may well be lamenting
the sins of Israel that thwart God’s purposes and delay the king-
dom.? Or they may be mourning the abject condition of the per-
secuted disciples.?* Certainly the cause for mourning must
include, but not be limited to, bereavement, mourning for one
who has died. Mourning here refers both to personal and private
sorrows and to public and social remorse or regret. The Sermon
on the Mount always points us toward the social and communal.

William Barclay says “the way to God is the way of the bro-
ken heart.”? (And see Ps 51:17). The point is the promised en-
couragement or comfort. “Comfort” (paraklethesontai in Greek)
is a passive compound verb formed from the preposition para,
near or beside, and the verb kaled, to call. From it comes “para-
clete,” “comforter” as it is frequently translated in John’s gospel,
especially in chapters 14 to 16. It means to comfort, console,
summon to one’s side as a helper. The passive voice is a “divine
passive,” which indicates that it is God who does the comfort-
ing. Again, because of reticence about use of the divine name
some writers of the first century used passive voice to indicate
God was the actor. In the Jewish tradition “Comforter” is an-
other designation for the Messiah, but in Christianity it also
refers to the Holy Spirit, which Jesus promised as a way God
continues with God’s people. (See John 14-16.) The Revelation
to John reports that the dwelling of God will be with people:
“God himself will be with them; he will wipe away every tear
from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there
be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former
things have passed away” (Rev 21:4).

If poverty of spirit reminds people to be conscious of the need
for God, mourning is the appropriate response to God’s exclu-
sion from public affairs. Those who mourn sympathize with the
tragic in life, with those whose circumstances are far from ideal,

B W. C. Allen, The Gospel According to St Matthew (Edinburgh: T & T
Clark, 1922) 41.

24 Gundry, Matthew, 68.

25 Barclay, Beatitudes, 33.
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with the suffering. Disciples of Jesus mourn because of their
own private sorrows, but also because of human disobedience to
God and its unhappy results. The disciples are those who sorrow
for and are in solidarity with the sin, sadness and suffering of the
world. This mourning leads to God’s comforting. They shall be
comforted when God’s kingdom comes and God’s will is done.?
This beatitude calls not for radical separation from the world
(which is how religious life has often been envisioned), but for
open-heartedness in response to it; it calls us to take the sorrows
of the world into our own hearts and then to do something to al-
leviate them.

Matthew 5:5: Blessed are the meek,
for they shall inherit the earth.

In Hebrew “poor” and “meek” are frequently used synony-
mously. Note the correspondence between Jesus and Moses,
who “was very meek, more than all men that were on the face of
the earth” (Num 12:3). Moses, the giver of the first law from
Mount Sinai, is now followed by another “meek” one, Jesus
(Matt 11:29), who is giving the new law from a mountain.
Matthew is at pains to paint Jesus as a new Moses. He, too, was
endangered by a ruler’s slaughtering of male Hebrew children.
He, too, went down to Egypt. He, too, is giving Torah from a
mountain. The parallels quickly become obvious.?”

Meekness (which is used as an adjective only here and in Matt
11:29 and 1 Peter 3:4) implies acceptance of the lowly position
that “poor” would indicate.?® Recent scholarship identifies the
praeis as “the oppressed” or “the powerless.”?® Praus in Greek3?
translates the Hebrew word anaw, one who accepts whatever

26 Fenton, Saint Matthew, 81.

27 For more on Moses see Allison, Sermon, 48.

28 Gundry, Matthew, 69.

2% Powell, “Matthew’s Beatitudes,” 466.

30 For a book-length study of the term see Klaus Wengst, Humility: Solidar-
ity of the Humiliated (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988).
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God sends and is thus dear to God. (See the commentary above
on “poor.”) In the Greek world meekness was a slave virtue to
which nobody would aspire. The poor, in material possessions or
in spirit, have no right to haughtiness. But they do, according to
Christianity, have an inheritance. (See 1 Peter 5:5b-7.) To “inherit
the earth” is in addition to the kingdom, which Jesus has said be-
longs to the poor, thus strengthening the parallel with 5:3. But if
the word “meek” implies “the oppressed,” then it is noteworthy
that they will inherit “earth” or “land.” The suggestion is of the
reversal of economic oppression. What is implied in these beati-
tudes has radical social as well as spiritual application.

The choice (and it must be a choice, as our discussion of hu-
mility in Chapter Four will insist) of a lowly position is precisely
what Jesus’ words and example demand of his disciples. Dis-
ciples are to be wary of those who take the best places at dinner
or in synagogue. The “seen” vs. “in secret” sequence in 6:1-17
may well be the examples, the “object lessons” for this injunc-
tion to humility. The Christian way is, in humility, to count oth-
ers better than ourselves even as Jesus humbled himself and
became obedient even to death on a cross. (See Phil 2:1-11 for a
powerful exposition of the point.) It is after this act of humility
that God highly exalted him (Phil 2:3, 8-9). Interestingly, one of
the few things Jesus says directly about himself is that he is
“meek and humble of heart” (Matt 11:29). As Augustine noted,
“the meek are those who do not resist the will of God.”! We
might say the meek are those who pray “thy will be done” and
mean it! Moreover, meekness involves acting with gentleness
when it is within one’s power to be severe and stern; thus it is
tied to mercy in 5:7. And it implies that the meek are, in some
mysterious way, empowered. This bears pondering.

In the Beatitudes (as in 1 Peter) the exaltation that fol-
lows humility is presented in terms of inheritance. The noun
kleronomos, formed from the verb kleronomesousin, means
literally “heir,” one who receives what is promised. The word is

31 Kavanagh, 364.
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so used in Galatians 3 and 4; “if you are Christ’s then you are
. . . heirs according to the promise” (Gal 3:29). Galatians 4:1-7
and the relationship there suggested between heirs of the king-
dom sheds much light on the nature of the inheritance of the
meek. Those who have not even self-esteem, those who acknowl-
edge complete dependence on God, will receive more than the
apparent “owners” and “rulers” of this world (as, indeed, Mary
seems to have known; see Luke 1:47-55, especially vv. 51-53).
Again, this is a powerfully countercultural promise, and it is
worth recalling that “inherit . . . connotes not a reward that one
must earn but a gift for which one must only wait.”** Verse 5 is a
strong assertion of what St. Paul calls “the grace of God.”

Matthew 5:6: Blessed are those who hunger and thirst
for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.

This is a particularly hard Beatitude for those who have never
been hungry or thirsty to understand. One quickly sees how it is
good news to the poor and humble. “Hunger” and “thirst” are
strong physical needs and suggest the intensity of those seeking
righteousness. They are also easily associated with the poor. The
verb for “satisfied” (chortasthesontai) is used in both the LXX
and the New Testament in relationship to feeding, to being filled
or “satisfied” by a good meal.

Here again there are echoes of the prophecies of Isaiah. God
called out prisoners; “they shall not hunger or thirst” (Isa
49:10). “Ho, every one who thirsts, come to the waters; and he
who has no money, come buy and eat” (Isa 55:1). Behind these
verses in Isaiah are the “poor” of v. 3 who will receive God’s lib-
erality. Here, as there, the situation is spiritualized, as the hunger
and thirst are for righteousness, for what God requires, but the
metaphor has physical intensity. Longing for God’s righteous-
ness and justice is described in physical terms.

32 powell, “Matthew’s Beatitudes,” 467.
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“Righteousness” (dikaiosuné) appears only 10 times in the
New Testament, 7 times in Matthew, who appeals to the Hebrew
scriptural sense of “true religion” as a life pervaded by God’s
presence and direction. Interestingly, the blessing is pronounced
on unfulfilled aspiration. Intent and aim in life, not achievement,
are crucial in Jesus’ teaching. (See, for example, Matt 5:21-48
and Jesus’ concern for motivation.) Again, this is a highly coun-
tercultural idea in the modern West. It is, indeed, a comforting
word, if one that has led to theological controversy. The Fathers
and Roman Catholic interpreters have tended to assume that
“righteousness” refers to behavior according to God’s will; what
we do that is in God’s will. Protestant exegetes see righteousness
as God’s action either in justification or in eschatological justice,
which is promised at the last day. Probably the Catholic view is
more in accord with that of Matthew. But, as Dale Allison points
out, 5:6 does “not congratulate those who are as a matter of fact
righteous. Instead it encourages those who are hungering and
thirsting for conformity to the will of God.”??

But both “hunger” and “thirst” are driving words, words with
all too little content for most Western Christians. The story is
told of a man who came to the Buddha seeking enlightenment.
The Buddha held his head under the water of a river, then asked
him, “what do you want most?” “Air,” the man gasped. The
Buddha replied, “when you want enlightenment as much as air,
you will receive it.” To be satisfied, one must really yearn for
righteousness. “Only those whose deepest longings are for fel-
lowship with God will know the comfort that can be supplied
only by God.”** The beatitude says we must long for righteous-
ness as a starving person longs for food. The question is: are we
starved for justice? Again it is worth emphasizing that it is not
the one who has attained righteousness but the one who hungers
for it whom the Beatitudes assert God blesses.

33 Allison, Sermon, 49.
34 Garland, Reading Matthew, 56.
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This yearning for righteousness will be manifested in action,
in mercy, purity, and peacemaking, the subject of the next three
Beatitudes, and it may lead to persecution, the subject of the last.
So 5:6 is the “hinge” beatitude. The first four beatitudes “speak
of reversal of circumstances for those who are unfortunate.”s In
these beatitudes we learn for whom John the Baptist’s and Jesus’
announcement of the nearness of the kingdom is good news.
God’s reign does not sound appealing to those on the thrones or
to the rich who are promised emptiness, but to the poor, mourn-
ing, meek, marginalized, and downtrodden ones. Those “whom
Jesus declares blessed in 5:7-10 are those who help to bring to
reality the blessings promised to others in 5:3-6.”%¢ Those who
receive mercy, see God, are God’s children, are those who look
out for the ones who cannot look after themselves, who associ-
ate with them and thus become numbered among them.

Matthew 5:7: Blessed are the merciful,
for they shall obtain mercy.

“Merciful” is from the Hebrew word hesed, which is used
150 times in the OT to describe the action of God, usually in
connection with the Covenant. This Greek form of the word
“merciful” (eleémones) is found in the New Testament only here
and in Heb 2:17, where the Christ is described as “a merciful
and faithful high priest in the service of God.” Thus to be merci-
ful is to be Christ-like. “Mercy” is active, not emotive. It is “piti-
ful loving-kindness toward the unfortunate.”” Luke’s parable of
the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:29-37) is told to answer the ques-
tion “who is my neighbor?” The answer is “the one who showed
mercy,” to which Jesus replies, “go and do likewise.” Mercy is
manifested in action and has to do with “outgoing love” that is

35 Powell, “Matthew’s Beatitudes,” 469.

36 Ibid. 470.

37 B.T.D. Smith, The Gospel According to St Matthew (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1950) 92.
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naturally individualized. Here there is no room for “I love hu-
manity, it’s people I hate.”

The idea of mercy has to do with treating others as one
wishes to be treated. This is the “like for like” beatitude, a call
for reciprocity. Psalm 18:25-26 states this idea clearly. God is
loyal to the loyal, blameless with the blameless, pure with the
pure, but harsh to the crooked. Jesus expresses the same idea in
the Lord’s prayer: “Forgive us our debts as we also have forgiven
our debtors” (Matt 6:12, the only petition with an explanation,
6:14-15), in the “Golden Rule,” and in the expression “the
measure you give will be the measure you get” (Mark 4:24, Luke
6:38). The same idea is behind the discussions of greatness and
forgiveness in Matthew 18. To Aristotle, pity was a troublesome
emotion that needed dramatic tragedy to exorcize it. To Jesus,
pity manifested as mercy was a divine emotion that he expected
to be carried out in acts of benevolence, especially for and with
the poor and disenfranchised. To show mercy to them was to
show mercy to himself. (See Matt 25:31-46.)

In Shakespeare’s tragedy, The Merchant of Venice, Portia says
to Shylock, “in the course of justice, none of us should see salva-
tion.” If we receive what we give, we are lost, for mercy requires
not only that we do not seek revenge, but that we overcome all
attitudes of vindictiveness, jealousy, and littleness. “Mercy re-
quires that we sow good seed in our enemy’s field.”3® In this re-
gard our only prayer must be, “God, be merciful to me, a
sinner” (Luke 18:13, italics mine). The writer of James, who
seems to have known Matthew’s gospel well, provides the best
gloss on mercy. “For judgment is without mercy to one who has
shown no mercy; yet mercy triumphs over judgment” (Jas 2:13).
Mercy, not justice, is the moral center of Christianity, as the
words and actions of Jesus everywhere attest. If we want peace,
we must do mercy.

38 Charles Allen, The Beatitudes: An Interpretation (Old Tappan, NJ:
Fleming H. Revell Co., 1967) 4.
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Matthew 5:8: Blessed are the pure in heart,
for they shall see God.

Again, the words of the Psalmist focus the beatitude. “Who
shall ascend the hill of the Lord? And who shall stand in His
holy place? Whoever has clean hands and a pure heart . . . .
will receive blessing from the Lord, and vindication from the
God of his salvation” (Ps 24:3-5). But the Greek “pure”
(katharos) does not mean without blemish, but “unmixed,”
which would be a better English translation. What is called for
here is one-mindedness, an undivided heart. The term “pure” is
used in the OT for ceremonial purity. For Jesus it was an attitude
of the soul, here called the “heart,” the center of the person, per-
son at the most profound level, what Thomas Merton called
“the true self.” The call is to be centered in our deepest, truest
selves, to strive for a unified life, personal consistencys; it is a call
to integrity.

Practically, the sixth Beatitude was good news to the poor
who by virtue of their work could not avoid ritual defilement. It
indicates that the only thing that can prevent access to God
comes from within. (Compare Matt 15:10ff.) To see God is to
possess the kingdom, and both are realizable in proportion to
purity of heart.?® First John clarifies the point. “Beloved, we are
God’s children now; it does not yet appear what we shall be, but
we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall
see him as he is. And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies
himself as he is pure” (1 John 3:2-3). “Seeing” here suggests the
“inner eyes” in Eph 1:17-18. It implies not only a physical per-
ception of God, but understanding of the divine nature. Those
of undivided heart know something of the inner life of God,
which is undivided Love.

The notion of being children of God, which was also implicit
in the “inheritance” verb in v. 5, occurs again here. Children, if
not abused, are pure in heart in their “present-ness,” their mo-
ment-to-moment one-pointedness, their ability to be focused in

3 Alan H. McNeile, Matthew (London: Macmillan, 1955) 52.
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the present moment. The humility and purity of children make
them near to the kingdom. Indeed, Matthew records that “to
such belongs the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 19:14). Luke adds,
“whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall
not enter it” (Luke 18:17). And this is the context of greatness in
Matthew 18, to become humble like a little child (18:1-4).

The purity here commended is real purity as opposed to the
ceremonial purity of the Pharisees later in chapter 5 (and of the

~ hypocrites in chapter 6), what we might call “exterior piety” or

even sanctimoniousness. Again, just as hungering and thirsting
for righteousness doesn’t necessarily mean being righteous, here
being pure doesn’t mean being sinless. It speaks of one’s aspira-
tion, the solitary or singleness of focus of one’s desire. It is also
the purity to which James refers in Jas 4:7-8. It is a matter of at-
titude as well as of action, for it originates in the heart, the seat
of the will and of thinking, the biblical center of personhood.
Purity of heart, then, refers to the whole personality and calls us
to be people without “mixed motives.” It is, as the Oxford An-
notated Bible notes, “single-mindedness or sincerity, freedom
from mixed motives; it is not synonymous with chastity, but in-
cludes it.”** Again, James summarizes the point. “Religion that is
pure and undefiled before God is this: to visit orphans and wid-
ows in their affliction [that is, to help the poor and disenfran-
chised] and to keep oneself unstained from the world” (Jas
1:27). And that this purity is “of heart” suggests that it begins as
an internal matter (see 5:6 above); it bespeaks the “inwardness
of true piety,”*! which is also taught in Matt 6:1-18.

All this leaves us with the interesting question: what does it
mean to “see God”? Remember, in the OT nobody could, or
very sensibly usually wanted, to “see God.” In John 4:24 Jesus
says God is spirit, suggesting God doesn’t have a body one could
see. But in Matt 18:10 Jesus says that children’s guardian angels
see the face of God, and in John 14:9 he declares that those who

40 The Oxford Annotated Bible, 1175.
41 Gundry, Matthew, 71.
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have seen him have seen God. I think what is being gotten at
here is the idea of glimpsing the divine reality. “To see” in Scrip-
ture is a metaphor for “to understand.” The point is that those
who are one-minded (focused) are more likely to have a glimpse
of the reality of God. Gregory of Nyssa says that seeing God will
be returning to our Edenic state. But when we have purity of
heart we can perceive God’s reflection.*? Focus helps us to see
the Reality within reality. If there is a mystical promise in the be-
atitudes, this is it: the promise that we can have experience of
God now, in this world, in the present moment. And this is be-
cause, as Luke’s Jesus says, the kingdom of God is “among” or
“within” us (Luke 17:21). As we work in and for the kingdom,
we receive glimpses of its King.

Matthew 5:9: Blessed are the peacemakers,
for they shall be called sons [children] of God.

The Greek word for peace evokes the meaning the Hebrew
word shalom, which implies perfect welfare, serenity, prosperity,
and wholeness. It encompasses the notion of right personal rela-
tionships within ourselves, toward others, and toward God.
Peacemaking, like mercy and purity, are part of the nature of
God. God is perfect peace, in perfect relationship to the divine
self and to the whole of creation. The two previous qualities,
mercy and single-mindedness, are prerequisites of peacemaking.
The term “peacemaker” is not used elsewhere in the NT, but in
Greco-Roman literature “it applies to rulers who establish secu-
rity and socioeconomic welfare.”*? In the OT shalom and mish-
pat, peace and justice, are parallel.** Peace, then, is a deep
commitment to the work of justice and mercy. It reminds us that
it is important not to spiritualize the Beatitudes, to take them
away from their political reality. Here again, the theme of chil-
dren and heirs comes to the fore. The NT conditions of “sonship”

42 See Allison, Sermon, 53.
43 Powell, “Matthew’s Beatitudes,” 473.
4 Ibid. 474.
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or family membership are spelled out in Matt 25 :34-40; 2 Cor
6:16-18; Gal 3:26-4:7 and 1 John 3:10. Briefly, they are purity,
faith, and righteousness, precisely the qualities commended above.

Because they are God’s children, peacemakers share the divine
nature. As reconcilers, they are also Christ-like, for Christ’s mis-
sion was to reconcile people to God. This is a mission of more
than public significance. It suggests not only external, political
work, but making peace within the self and between others. It is
both “inter” and “intra.” By means of meekness, righteousness,
mercy, purity people still their own warring natures and bring
peace to themselves and others. Augustine says, “if you would be
a peacemaker between two of your friends who are at odds,
begin by making peace with yourself. You must first have peace
within yourself.”*S A tall order!

But this peace is not simply absence of strife. Elsewhere Jesus
says, “I came not to bring peace but a sword” (Matt 10:34). The
peace Jesus gives is “not as the world gives” (John 14:27). God’s
peace “passes all understanding,” but “keeps the heart and mind
in Jesus” (Phil 4:7). When the will and intellect are “in Jesus,”
subsumed by his life, in submission to his will, there is peace, no
matter what else is going on. In a world that ignores God, to act
in accordance with the will of God inevitably leads one into con-
flict, but in doing God’s will one receives the supernatural gift of
spiritual peace.

James lifts up the spiritual implications of peacemaking. For
James, the wise and understanding are the peaceful (Jas 3:13-
18). Heavenly wisdom is pure, peaceful, gentle, merciful, in
short, a catalogue of the spiritual qualities mentioned in Matt
5:1-8. Those who make peace reap a great reward. “The harvest
of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace” (Jas
3:18). And since spiritual peace is inseparable from practical acts
of righteousness, we are led to the final Beatitude, which speaks
to the persecution that seems to accompany righteous action. It
is both a warning and a promise.

45 Kavanagh, 367.
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Matthew 5:10: Blessed are those who are persecuted
for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

In my reading, v. 10 is the beatitude and vv. 11-12 amplify it.
Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness and pursue it by
mercy, purity, and peacemaking will be misunderstood and per-
secuted by the world, just as the motives and message of the
prophets, of John the Baptist, and of Jesus were misunderstood.
This unit of material, §:10-12, bespeaks the inevitability of per-
secution for those who seek seriously to follow Jesus. The word
“persecuted” (dediogmenoi) is from the verb dioko, which can
also be translated “seek after,” “strive for,” or “follow” (see v. 6).
It implies both physical and verbal abuse. The word underlines
that the cause of suffering (“for righteousness sake”) is crucial.*¢
This is not a call for martyrdom, but an acknowledgment of
what can (and does) happen to those who follow Jesus. There is
no need to seek suffering in the mode of the old penances or
“taking the discipline.” It comes “naturally” as a result of one-
mindedly living the Christ-like life. Indeed, it is a by-product of
it, and a divine promise: “in this world you will have trouble”
(John 16:33).

In terms of Matthew’s community, those suffering for follow-
ing Jesus, the tense of the verb suggests that the persecution has
already begun. We do not know if it came from the synagogue
from which the church had parted or from Roman authorities.
That persecution existed is not in doubt. If, as some scholars
think, the sermon was directed to leaders of the Christian com-
munity (those disciples called out from the crowd in 5:1),*” then
for them persecution is both a test and a token of true disciple-
ship. Verses 11-12 are probably later additions, explanations of
the “hard saying” in v. 9 given directly to the disciples. (“Blessed
are you” rather than “blessed are they.”) They may reflect situ-
ations like the one in 1 Peter 4:12-19 in which ordeals are not so
much surprises, as opportunities to share Christ’s suffering. Re-

46 Carr, Matthew, 56.
47 Smith, Gospel, 93-94.
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proached for his name, “you are blessed because the spirit of
glory and of God rests upon you” (1 Pet 4:14).

Accurate historical reconstruction of Matthew’s community is
not necessary for understanding these verses. Jesus’ program of
life would be in conflict with pagan, worldly, materialistic living
as well as with synagogue practice as Matthew seems to have
understood it. The graces of the Beatitudes have always been im-
practical and dangerous, but they end with a note of both warn-
ing and consolation. Righteousness leads to persecution. It also
leads to the kingdom. We have come full circle to those who are
persecuted for the sake of doing justice to and with the poor. The
poor and the persecuted are the same people, the citizens of the
kingdom of heaven, the heirs of God, and siblings to each other.

Conclusion

The following long quotation from Charles Allen’s book on
the Beatitudes accurately summarizes the practical meaning of
the Beatitudes for us:

To be poor in spirit means to give up our pride; to mourn means
to be penitent to the point of surrendering our sins; meekness
means that we must surrender our very selves to the plans and
purposes of God; our hunger for God means turning away from
our ambitions for all things else; to be merciful means to pay
good for the evil we have received; for purity we must give up all
things impure; to make peace is wholly to choose God. Those are
the seven ingredients of righteousness. They must be bought at a

price. Blessed are those who pay the price, “for theirs is the king-
dom of God.”*

In closing it is important to note that the kingdom of heaven,
which the Beatitudes proclaim, is not just a future promise but a
present reality, an immediate possibility, an experience limited
only by our capacity to desire it and live toward it. In my mind

48 Allen, Beatitudes, 60-61.
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Jesus’ Beatitudes and his Mother’s Magnificat go together.
Mary’s soul rejoices because God is holy. God’s mercy is on those
who fear God. God has shown strength, scattered the proud, put
down the mighty, exalted the humble, filled the hungry. The Be-
atitudes both promise and give the kingdom to the dispossessed,
the poor, the hungry, the mourning, in short, to the entire range
of the needy.*® The kingdom of heaven is. Blessed are. No one
who has heard these words is free of their imperative. And for
those who hear and follow, the kingdom is already among.

This means that, finally, the Gospel value the Beatitudes hold
up for us is hope. It reminds us, in the words of Mark Allen
Powell, “that God’s rule sets things right for all oppressed
people.”® God blesses the very ones the world would consider
Jeast blessed! The more we engage ourselves on their behalf, the
more we are merciful, focused, peacemakers, the more likely we
are to be persecuted, to find ourselves numbered among the
poor in spirit, the mourning, the meek, those who have a physi-
cal yearning for righteousness that is God’s will. “Those who
practice the virtues described in the second stanza may on that
account come to be numbered among those described in the first
stanza on whose behalf these virtues are exercised.”! This is
God’s great joke. I hope you are startled by it.

Dale Allison points out that “the beatitudes were intended to
startle.”S> We have heard the Beatitudes so frequently that we
sometimes miss their astonishing reversals. Common sense
would suggest that the rich, not the poor, are blessed, that the
happy, not the mourning, are blessed, that the powerful, not the
meek, are blessed. You get the idea. “So the beatitudes have
things backward. To take them seriously is to call into question
our ordinary values.”s3 In a world whose values are a mess, this,
to me at least, is good news.

49 Collins, “Beatitudes,” 630.

50 Powell, “Matthew’s Beatitudes,” 476.
5t Ibid. 475-76.

52 Allison, Sermon, 43.

33 Ibid.
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Questions for Discussion or Further Thought

1. Appendix One collects several “updated” versions of the
Beatitudes. You might find it a helpful exercise to write your
own beatitudes. (When I asked one of the communities of the
Daughters of Wisdom in the United Kingdom to do this, one
saintly ninety-plus-year-old sister immediately called out:
“Blessed are they who mind their own business.”)

2. Are you or is your community (or parish or family) “hun-
gering and thirsting” for justice, or are you in the “circle up the
wagons” mode? Are you opening up for justice or closing down
to protect what you have? What is the relationship between jus-
tice and survival?

3. What would it mean for you to “see God”?

4. What, in practical terms, does it mean to me/to us to be a
citizen/citizens of the kingdom of heaven today, right now?



Appendix

When I began to work on the talks for the Daughters of Wis-
dom in the Great Britain and Ireland Province, I began to notice
and collect “re-writes” of the Beatitudes. During the course of
my visits with the Sisters I was given several more “editions.”
They are often moving and creative. I include the best of them
below.

I was usually given xerox copies without much in the way of
sources. To the extent that I know the sources of these “re-
writes,” I have included them, and I would be happy for infor-
mation that would allow for more complete citation.

Beatitudes of Reconciliation

Blessed are those who are willing to enter into the process of
being healed,
for they will become healers.
Blessed are those who recognize their own inner violence,
for they will come to know nonviolence.
Blessed are those who can forgive self,
for they will become forgivers.
Blessed are those who are willing to let go of selfishness and
self-centeredness,
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for they will become a healing presence.

Blessed are those who listen with compassion,
for they will become compassionate.

Blessed are those who are willing to enter into conflict,
for they will find resolutions.

Blessed are those who know their interdependence with all

of creation,

for they will become unifiers.

Blessed are those who live a contemplative life stance,
for they will find God in all things.

Blessed are those who strive to live these beatitudes,
for they will become reconcilers.

Sisters of St. Joseph, Concordia, Kansas

Beatitudes for Women

Blessed is she who suffers with the very young, the very old,
and the very lonely,
for she has compassion.
Blessed is she who greets the world with joy, laughter,
and anticipation,
for she has courage.
Blessed is she who speaks gently, lives humbly, and chooses
to give freely,
for she has dignity.
Blessed is she who listens and hears and extends her hands as
a friend,
for she has understanding.
Blessed is she who gives simply, loves deeply, and walks
joyfully in life,
for she has sincerity.
Blessed is she who lives intensely and sings life’s alleluias,
for she has awareness.
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Blessed is she who has compassion and courage, freedom and
dignity, understanding sincerity, and awareness,
for she is a woman, a gift, a blessing.

Newark Archdiocesan Council of Catholic Women

The Smaller Beatitudes

Blessed are those who can laugh at themselves:
they will have no end of fun.

Blessed are those who can tell a mountain from a molehill:
they will be saved a lot of bother.

Blessed are those who know how to relax without looking

for excuses:
they are on the way to becoming wise. 4

Blessed are those who know when to be quiet and listen:
they will learn a lot of new things.

Blessed are those who are sane enough not to take themselves

seriously:
they will be valued by those about them.
Happy are you if you can take small things seriously and face
serious things calmly:
you will go far in life.
Happy are you if you can appreciate a smile and forget
a frown:
you will walk on the sunny side of the street.

Happy are you if you can be kind in understanding the
attitudes of others, even when the signs are unfavorable:
you may be taken for a fool, but this is the price of charity.

Blessed are those who think before acting and pray before

thinking:
they will avoid many blunders.

Happy are you if you know how to hold your tongue

and smile, even when people interrupt and contradict you
or tread on your toes: -
the Gospel has begun to seep into your heart.

Above all, blessed are you who recognize the Lord in all whom

you meet:
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the light of truth shines in your life for you have found true
wisdom.

Joseph Folliet (d. 1972)

Beatitudes of the Mentally Handicapped

Blessed are you who take time to listen to difficult speech,
for you help us to know that as we persevere we can be
understood.
Blessed are you who walk with us in public places and ignore
the stares of strangers,
for in your companionship we find havens of relaxation.
Blessed are you who are patient, never telling us to hurry,
and more blessed are you who do not take our tasks from
our hands to do them for us,
for often we only need time rather than help.
Blessed are you who stand beside us as we enter new and
untried ventures,
for our failures will be outweighed by the times we surprise
ourselves and you.
Blessed are you who ask for our help,
for our greatest need is to be needed.
Blessed are you who help us with the graciousness of Christ,
who did not bruise the reed or quench the flame,
for often we need the help we cannot ask for.
Blessed are you when by your words and actions you assure
us that the things that made
us individuals are not in our uncoordinated movements,
nor in our wounded nervous systems,
nor in our difficulties, but in the God-given self which no
infirmities can confine.
Rejoice and be exceedingly glad, and know that you give us
reassurances that could never be spoken in words,
for you deal with us as Christ dealt with all his children.
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Beatitudes

Blessed are you, woman of prayer, worshiping God in spirit
and in truth,
for truth shall be added to you.
Blessed are you, woman of God, aflame with desire to know
and to accomplish the will of God,
for that will shall be shown to you.
Blessed are you, faithful religious, in love with your calling to
a community of faith,-
for faith will sustain and renew your life.
Blessed are you, woman of integrity and self-knowledge,
for you shall neither deceive nor be deceived;
you shall neither be led into deception nor in any way be
allowed mediocrity.
You will avoid all moodiness and pettiness,
for you are a woman of integrity and self-knowledge.
Blessed are you, woman of this world, able to read the signs
of the times, in love with this world redeemed by God,
for in this world you will discern the action of a wonderful
God.
Blessed are you, woman of compassion, sensitive to the needs
and hurts of others,
for you shall be gentle and never harm or hurt.
Blessed are you, woman of attentive listening,
for you shall always hear, among the voices and above the
voices, the voice
of a loving God.
Blessed are you, woman of the spirit,
for you shall welcome and rejoice at the surprises of God.



