Parish of Our Lady of the Southern Cross
4th Sunday of the Year A – 29/30 January 2011

Mirroring the Master – (The Beatitudes)
Happy are the poor in spirit . . .

Happy those who mourn . . .

Happy those who hunger and thirst for what is right . . .

Happy those who are persecuted in the cause of right . . .

Happy are you when people abuse you and persecute you
and speak of all kinds of evil against you . . .

 From a human point of view, this kind of language really does not cut much approval as it reverses all the accepted parameters of human justice and dignity by which we try to shape our individual lives and build our collective future.  Such expressions must sound insulting to the millions of victims of injustice, destitution, and violence, down through the ages the world over.  If economic destitution and the manifold manifestations of suffering are meant to be a source of rejoicing and blessedness, why spend one’s life in trying to alleviate these less than human conditions and engage in multi-faceted and global projects in an effort to raise people out of the mire of misery, disease and suffering?  The plight of thousands of victims of the disastrous floods that we have experienced in these last two weeks can hardly be a source of happiness and blessedness, and the loss of life and property screams despair fuelled by a deep sense of hopelessness and injustice.

E

qually, from a Christian perspective the stark realism of what we call the Beatitudes is preposterous and downright offensive to human sensitivity and they seem to run diametrically opposite to everything that Jesus’ message and action stood for.  From a perspective of reward and punishment, to consider wellbeing and suffering as a payback for one’s stance before God is 
both immoral and blasphemous.  Our God is not a bloodthirsty idol demanding human misery as a condition of some salvation sounding more like pie-in-the sky-when-we-die.  In word and action, Jesus came to reveal a God who called us friends and wishes to establish a personal relationship with every human being – a relationship as deep and as life-giving as experienced by two people in love with each other.
T

his passage, full of apparent contradictions and of moral severity, is often called the “Magna Charta” of discipleship, and it is in that light that we must read this passage.  A “Magna Charta” is not meant to impose moral precepts, but sets a vision for the journey of life by identifying those attitudes that will make us followers of the Master.  A spiritual writes claims that “the Sermon on the Mount” from which today’s Gospel is drawn, is not about morality, but about Jesus” – a Jesus who lived those experiences not because they were virtuous or praiseworthy or life-giving in themselves, but because through them he was able to see and to reveal to us the Father’s intimate loving and healing presence in his own life, and by reflection in our own life.  Jesus’ life and mission embraced and incarnated both the peace-maker and the suffering victim of injustice, and he embraced both as God’s experiences.  That experience of Jesus must be also the experience of the disciple, or our claim to faith is little beyond a ritual practice of dubious significance or a fear-ridden subservience to a mythical and vindictive idol-god.
To accept the call of the Beatitudes is to commit oneself to live like Jesus lived, energized by the conviction of an eternal healing and sustaining presence of God whatever shape our life may take at any one moment.  To live by the beatitudes means to commit oneself to stand with open hand, in an attitude of grateful receiving, of unwavering hope and of generous reaching out to others.  Often the greatest tragedies are a source of the greatest solidarity, and if we are able to acknowledge our need and at the same time be thankful for such solidarity, then we become energized to confront the painful situations with determination, courage and hope, indeed with a renewed joy of feeling that we are known, appreciated and supported in our struggles.  One of the most moving and life-giving consequences of the tragedy of the floods in this country has been the response of so many and mostly unknown people in meeting the needs of others.  It was as if the flood of water unleashed an equally powerful flood of solidarity and unity that gave people hope and courage to start anew and to smile again.

A

s if to express precisely this positive Christian understanding, “Happy are the poor in spirit” is sometime translated as “Happy are those who know their need of God”!  That is the key.  It is only when we are able to see God present and at work in the totality of our life, yes in every skerrick of joy and suffering too,  that we can rejoice and hope beyond the difficulties we will inevitably encounter.  The most tragic form of poverty is not necessarily the destitution of material means, but the refusal of one’s poverty and weakness and the lack of trust in others.  In both cases there is no hope left, and life becomes truly and tragically meaningless.  It is hard to imagine what could have happened to a flood victim who, out of a misguided sense of pride or self-sufficiency, had refused the help of the unknown hand who just turned up to lend support.  By contrast, the truly poor person or the suffering victim know their need of God and others, and live actively and gratefully through the precariousness of each day trusting entirely on the generosity of the same God and those around them.   
O

ne of my favourite image is an old black and white photograph of two open hands, that speak to me so powerfully of the two dimensions expressed by the Beatitudes as incarnated and lived by Jesus during his earthly life: Giving totally to the world and Receiving everything in trust from the Father.  Because Jesus accepted fully the Father’s presence through the suffering and rejection in his own life, then he was able to give back this presence as peace and mercy and openness to the world around him, challenging us to do the same in our own world in the name of faith and trust.  The image of two open hands means so much:

Asking incessantly,
Hoping for something that may never come,
Giving of self totally, no strings attached,
Begging for forgiveness and bread,

Thanking for what has been received,

Waiting in trust and hope,

Grasping the opportunity,

Accepting life with full hands,

Abandoning oneself to another,

Risking disappointment and frustration,

Trusting that our waiting, and our loving will be received,

Accepted and given back in return
May we become Beatitudes-people, following and mirroring the Master with hands wide open in trust and generous self-giving.
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