
 Jesus made the fishing village of Capernaum the center of His earthly ministry, and less 

than two miles to the north along the shore of the Sea of Galilee lies the Mount of Beatitudes 

where Jesus delivered the Sermon on the Mount, the heart of which we heard in today’s 

Gospel.   

 He undoubtedly gave this or a similar talk many, many times, for the Beatitudes are the 

heart of Jesus’ teaching and they define what it means to be a follower of Christ.  In the Italian 

filmmaker Paolo Pasolini’s 1964 film “The Gospel of St. Matthew,” Pasolini depicts Jesus giving 

the Sermon in one continuous oration while his face is illuminated first by the sun and then by 

the moon, in first calm and then stormy weather, in the heat of summer and then the chill of 

winter — a visage that changes continually to depict the many times and circumstances in 

which Jesus taught the Beatitudes.  Though the time and season of their delivery changes, the 

Beatitudes themselves do not.  As Pasolini depicts, Jesus voice never varies. 

 Matthew incorporates a similar idea of the timelessness of Jesus’ Sermon into the 

structure of his Gospel.  We heard today that, in Matthew’s depiction, Jesus “went up the 

mountain … and began to teach [his disciples].”1  The side of the Mount (more of a large hill, 

really) that faces the Sea of Galilee forms a natural amphitheater that to this day features some 

very unusual acoustics.  A person standing on the shoreline of the Mount can speak in a natural 

voice and be heard quite well by someone seated atop it.  It’s likely, then, that Jesus gave His 

Sermon from the shoreline or perhaps while seated in a boat while his listeners were seated 

along the slope.2  For Matthew, it doesn’t really matter.  He isn’t concerned with either the peak 

or the foot of the Mount; he’s interested in the mountain itself. 

 This liturgical year is the Year of Matthew in our lectionary cycle, so we’ll be hearing a lot 

from his Gospel.  Matthew likely composed his Gospel in the city of Antioch (in what is today 

 
1 Mt 5:1-2 (NAB). 
2 See, for example, Mt 13:2-3 for a depiction of Jesus teaching from a boat.  
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Turkey), then one of the largest and most important cities in the Roman Empire.  It had a large 

Jewish population, and it was to those in the Jewish community who were followers of the Risen 

Lord, and particularly to those in the community who were not, that Matthew addressed his 

work.  His Gospel is therefore replete with symbols and thoughts that would have been very, 

very familiar to Jews. 

 For Matthew, then, the mountain was important.  Moses receives the Torah on a 

mountain, Mt. Sinai; so too does Jesus give Israel (and us) a new and everlasting covenant, the 

Beatitudes, from a mountain, the Mount of Beatitudes.  Moses faces a mortal threat as an infant; 

so too does Jesus.  Moses flees out of Egypt; Mary and Joseph flee into Egypt with the Christ-

child, and Jesus will return from Egypt to begin His earthly ministry, as did Moses.  Moses gives 

us the five books of the Torah; in Matthew’s Gospel the teachings of Jesus are divided into five 

principal discourses. 

 In all of this, Matthew intends us to understand that Jesus is the new Moses; He’s come 

to bring a new Torah, a new and everlasting covenant.  Jesus says as much Himself.  Later in 

the Sermon on the Mount, He refers again to the Beatitudes and tells those gathered around 

Him, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets.  I have come not to 

abolish but to fulfill.  Amen, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest 

letter or the smallest part of a letter will pass from the law, until all things have taken place.”3   

 The law will not pass away because Jesus is the fulfillment of the Torah, and the 

Beatitudes are the practice of His fulfillment.  “God did not send his Son into the world to 

condemn the world,” Jesus says, “but that the world might be saved through him.”4  The 

Beatitudes are signs of His salvation, but they’re more than simply qualities to be admired in the 

abstract.  They are a life to be lived; they are what a Christian life looks like.  They are what 

 
3 Mt 5:17-18 (NAB). 
4 Jn 3:17-18 (NAB). 
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salvation looks like, in fact — so much so that it’s impossible to be a witness to Christ without at 

least attempting to be a practitioner of the Beatitudes.  I dare say that much of the current 

distress in which the Church and the broader Christian community finds itself is due in no small 

measure to the fact that too often others look at us and don’t see the Beatitudes. 

 None of which is to say that living a life of the Beatitudes is easy.  It wasn’t easy in 

Jesus’ day either.  Take a look at what we’re to practice:5     

 We’re to be “poor in spirit” — humble, in other words. 

 We’re to accept the fact that suffering is part of the human condition, however much we 

might like it to be otherwise. 

 We’re to be “meek” — that is, unpretentious and unassuming. 

 We’re not simply to stay just inside the limits of the permissible, but to “hunger and thirst 

for righteousness”. 

 We’re to be merciful, even — and perhaps especially — to those who don’t deserve it. 

 We’re not simply to check the right boxes, say the right things, and participate in the right 

rituals, we’re to approach the Lord and others with “clean hearts”. 

 We’re called not to an endless search for enemies, but to be peacemakers — and 

peacemakers make peace not war, bearing in mind the words of the late Israeli President and 

Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Shimon Peres, “You don’t make peace with friends.  You make it 

with very unsavory enemies.”6 

 We’re to accept that the life to which we’re called as followers of Christ isn’t going to be 

an easy one.  We can expect our share of “persecution” — misunderstanding and mistreatment 

 
5 Mt 5:3-11 (NAB). 
6 Quoted in Clyde Haberman, “Mideast Accord:  The Overview; PLO and Israel Accept Each Other After 3 Decades of Relentless 
Strife,” The New York Times, www.nytimes.com, http://www.nytimes.com/1993/09/10/world/mideast-accord-overview-plo-israel-
accept-each-other-after-3-decades-relentless.html?pagewanted=all. 
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that ranges from the simply annoying to the lethal — but even then we’re to extend the love of 

Christ to our persecutors. 

 If we think all of this has an air of impracticality about it, imagine what Jesus’ audience 

must have thought.  Humility, meekness, mercy, peacemaking — these were hardly qualities 

that were highly prized in the Roman Empire.  Quite the opposite in fact.  But then, that’s an 

important part of what Jesus’ was trying to get across.  “The Roman Empire isn’t going to save 

you,” Jesus was saying in effect.  “I have come to do that, and this is what my salvation looks 

like.” 

 Is a life of the Beatitudes impractical in our day?  Yes, if we take as determinative the 

standards of today’s powers-that-be.  But we’re no more to measure ourselves against the 

standards of today’s empires — be they national, commercial or cultural — than were the 

people of Jesus’ day,  because today’s empires have no more power to save than did the 

Roman one, which, however contemptuous and dismissive it was of Jesus’ new covenant and 

the Beatitudes that express it, would find out soon enough that the “peace” it had imposed 

through force of arms was no peace at all.  The Roman Empire and the Emperors that lorded 

over much of the world have all long-since disappeared.  The Beatitudes and the life to which 

they call us have not, however imperfectly we practice them. 

 And they won’t disappear, either.  We have Jesus’ word on it.  “Heaven and earth will 

pass away, but my words will not pass away,”7 He assures us.  His words, His Beatitudes, won’t 

pass away because His love and mercy will never pass away, nor will the salvation He offers us 

pass away.  The Beatitudes are an expression of His love and mercy, of His salvation, and 

because we’re to be the bearers of His charity in the world, they’re to become not only our 

 
7 Mk 13:31 (NAB). 
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words as well, but our life — a life in which others may catch a glimpse of His face, because 

we’ve become the many faces of the Beatitudes.  

 

   

  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

    


