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Introduction  

 

Now it is time to turn to the Beatitudes.  The Beatitudes of Matthew's 

Gospel (Matthew 5: 1-11) are eight descriptions of people who are 

"blessed".  Luke lists four categories of blessedness and corresponds with 

four groups of people who are "woe", the opposite of blessed.  (Luke 6: 20-

26).  The Gospel categories of blessedness are contrary to the usual worldly 

ideas. The blessed ones are the poor, the mourners, the hungry, the 

persecuted.  The world calls blessed the rich, the laughing, the full, the well 

respected ones.  Jesus scoffs at the world's values and promotes a value 

system that is utterly absurd in the eyes of most people.  More about this 

later. 

 

I discussed the meaning of the biblical word "blessed" when I wrote about 

the Hail Mary prayer.  I am going to repeat here some of what I already said 

as an introduction to the Beatitudes.   

 

Blessed is the English translation of the Greek word, "makarios", an 

important biblical word.  This word is used 49 times in the New Testament, 

(13 times in the Gospel of Matthew and 14 times in the Gospel of 

Luke).  Perhaps the most well known use of the word is in the Beatitudes 

(Blessed are the poor in spirit, blessed are those who mourn, etc).   

 

This word, used often in the bible, conveys an important idea.  What does it 

mean? 

 

First, the word is used to describe people who are blessed by God, people 

who receive a blessing from God.  People don't in themselves possess 

blessedness; God blesses them.  The Beatitudes make it clear that blessings 

from God are not wealth, honor and power but rather God's special favor 
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given to those who are outcast, lowly and abused. The lowly are blessed by 

God while the powerful and well placed are not.    

 

Second, Blessed" is a word used to describe the character of God: Psalm 

68:35 says, "Blessed be God." Psalm 72:18 says, "Blessed be the Lord God, 

the God of Israel."  In 1 Timothy 1:11, Paul called the Almighty "the blessed 

God." The New Testament also uses "blessed" to describe Christ: He is "the 

blessed and only Potentate, the King of kings, and Lord of lords" (1 Tim. 

6:15). It is because believers are "in Christ" that they are blessed. The word 

blessed is used to speak of God and it also describes people who possess 

something of God's blessedness, people who resemble God in how they act 

and live. 

 

Often, the word blessed, makarios is translated as "happy." Happy, 

however, is not the correct translation in this context. Happiness is 

subjective; the same things do not always make everybody happy.  Instead, 

Jesus makes objective judgments about the state of the citizens of God's 

Kingdom. He declares, not what they feel, but what God thinks of them. 

People with these qualities gain His approval. Because God thinks well of 

them, they are "blessed." God's blessing is far broader and exceedingly 

more important than merely being "happy." 

 

The word blessed has even been translated as "lucky" or "fortunate".  But 

God's blessedness is not merely having favorable circumstances, good 

luck.  To be makários, blessed, is equivalent to having God’s kingdom within 

one’s heart.  The satisfaction of a blessed person comes from God and not 

from favorable circumstances.  A person can be blessed even when 

outward things are going wrong, for example, a person who is dying young 

may be "unlucky" to die young, but still "blessed" to be right with God and 

destined for heaven.   

• Blessed are the Poor in Spirit for theirs is the kingdom of God 
 

Luke has a similar, yet different, phrase, "Blessed are you poor, for your is 

the kingdom of heaven" (Luke 6:20). 
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Jesus seems to say in Luke that being poor is enough for a person to merit 

entrance into the kingdom of heaven.  For Matthew, it is being "poor in 

spirit". 

 

Why does Jesus praise poverty as a virtue, as a condition that wins for the 

poor one the kingdom of heaven?  Naturally, we do not want to be poor, 

but we want security.  People work hard to earn enough to have a house, 

money for retirement, enough for the education of children.  Is poverty a 

virtue and wealth or even sufficiency a vice? 

 

There are always rich and poor.  And poor and rich are relative 

terms.  Americans of very modest means have luxuries (for example, air 

conditioning, a car, a cell phone, a rich variety of foods) that in some poor 

countries are only available to the rich.  It is not even possible to know for 

sure who is poor. 

 

Jesus is not creating an income and expense chart, but it speaking of an 

attitude towards life and towards God.  When a person has enough or 

when a person is focused on accumulating more and more, that person 

tends to forget God.  In the Lord's Prayer Jesus teaches us to pray for our 

"daily bread". When we already have food in the refrigerator and pantry to 

last us for weeks to come and money in the bank to buy food when our 

current supply goes low, praying for today's bread seems foolish. 

 

God cannot reach us if we are self sufficient, if we do not need Him, if we 

believe ourselves to be strong, in control and in charge of our own 

destinies.  God can only reach a needy heart. 

 

So often people whose lives are going smoothly do not pray. But when a 

crisis hits--a loss of job, sickness, a loss of a relationship--a person suddenly 

turns to God in prayer.  A person who has everything on earth often does 

not care to have the kingdom of God. That person is satisfied with the 

material delights of earth.  God is not able to penetrate such a hard heart. 

 



 

Copyright © 2016 Philadelphia Holy Redeemer Chinese Catholic Church and School 

 

 

But the poor, the broken, the needy, the rejected find no comfort in the 

things of earth. Earthly pleasures are not available to them so they place 

their hopes in heaven.   

Many people who appear rich or who at least seem to have a sufficiency 

often have something that makes them poor.  A person who lives with 

anxiety or depression is poor and turns to God for help.  A person who is 

lonely or who has been abandoned or rejected by others is poor before 

God.  That part of our lives which is often a burden or a hardship is the 

precise place where God is able to enter. 

 

What does it mean to be poor "in spirit"?  In Matthew's version, Jesus does 

not say that the poor are blessed, but the poor in spirit.  Perhaps the 

difference between Matthew and Luke is no difference at all, that they are 

both saying the same thing, that the values of the world are the opposite of 

God's values.  The world regards the rich, the powerful, the good looking 

and the healthy with reverence and awe. But these rich don't get the 

kingdom of heaven; that belongs to those who count for nothing in the 

eyes of the world. 

 

Who is on top in God's reckoning?  The lost souls, the disabled, the poor, 

the unintelligent and unwanted--these are the fortunate ones in the realm 

of God.  And in God's kingdom, the rich and powerful, the beautiful and 

sleek, these are the losers.  If God and heaven are humanity's ultimate 

destiny, why do we seek to be on top in the world's eyes and on the bottom 

in God's? 

 

But what do we mean by poor "in spirit"?  Many people have used the 

qualifying phrase as a watering down of the beatitude--I don't have to be 

really poor and dependent as long as I have a "spirit" that is detached from 

worldly values.  This interpretation allows a person to be rich, powerful and 

in charge as long as the person is inwardly poor.  And isn't this right, I mean, 

after all, there is no virtue in being hungry and homeless in itself?  In fact, 

aren’t the poor often enough poor because of their irresponsibility or their 

laziness, that is, their own fault? 
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I believe that Jesus is not watering down His shocking statement.  Jesus 

Himself became poor.  He is the eternal God and He chose to become what 

we are--human with all of the tiredness, weakness and illness that comes 

with humanity.  Not only that, He died outcast, naked, tortured and 

humiliated. Jesus is the ultimate poor one and a follower of Jesus seeks to 

carry the cross, as Jesus did. 

 

It is not for us to judge the poor of the world but to recognize that Jesus 

gives them a privileged place in His kingdom.  In Luke's gospel we have the 

parable of the rich man and Lazarus, the beggar.  The rich man fails to 

notice or help Lazarus and ends up in hell while Lazarus is consoled in 

heaven for his life of suffering on earth.  Although this is a parable, not a 

true story, but one to teach a true lesson, in every Catholic funeral we 

invoke the story of Lazarus just before the body is taken from the church. 

The ancient Latin hymn In Paradisum, ends with these words: May the 

angels lead you into paradise; may the martyrs receive you at your arrival 

and lead you to the holy city Jerusalem. May choirs of angels receive you 

and with Lazarus, who once was poor, may you have eternal rest. We ask 

that we might enjoy the eternal destiny of the poor man, Lazarus. 

 

Matthew uses the qualifier "in spirit" not to water down the meaning of 

Jesus' words, but actually to make them stronger. Jesus is saying that those 

who are "spiritually poor" are blessed.  This is really surprising!   Of course, 

we desire the comfort and security of earthly riches and being poor goes 

against our natural inclinations.  But to be spiritually poor, to be not right 

with God, to have a spiritual life that is shabby or substandard, surely that 

is a terrible state, not a situation to be called blessed!  

 

Jesus here condemns the attitude of spiritual satisfaction before God, of a 

person who is in his or her own eyes right before God, entitled to 

salvation.  This beatitude affirms that the greatest and most helpful poverty 

is when a person knows that he or she is saved only by God's mercy, not by 

his or her merits.  When a person honestly knows his or her sins, 

weaknesses, shame, then he or she knows it is all God.  Our salvation rests 

on God's mercy, not on our merit.   

 



 

Copyright © 2016 Philadelphia Holy Redeemer Chinese Catholic Church and School 

 

 

When we look into our hearts and know our own secrets, our own 

shameful, selfish attitudes and our own weaknesses, we then are glimpsing 

true spiritual poverty.   

 

The poor, the addicted, those who by their own bad choices have shattered 

their own lives and too often, the lives of others, these people know that 

they have no right to heaven, but that their only hope is mercy. On the 

other hand, there are those who say, "I have not done much wrong, not as 

much as so many others, so I am sure that I am right by God". This attitude 

of harsh judgment toward others and arrogance before God is most deadly 

to the spirit and is a dangerous state of mind.  The rich in spirit don't need 

God. They believe that they have saved themselves by their own good 

deeds and therefore God cannot help them. 

 

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

 

People mourn because they have suffered a profound loss, usually the 

death of a loved one.   When we encounter someone grieving for a loved 

one who has died, we feel sympathy as we helplessly watch that person cry, 

lament, even wail for someone who is gone and never coming back. 

 

But people mourn not just because of death.  People mourn other losses, 

notably being rejected by a lover or friend. Divorce, dating break ups, feuds 

that result in lost friendships--these can be painful experiences.  Parents 

mourn because their children do not call or visit. Children mourn a parent 

who has walked away from the responsibility of parenthood.   

 

The rich and the poor both mourn because no one is exempt from 

loss.  Perhaps poor people die sooner than rich people on average due to 

differences in health care and lifestyle, but the rich also die, just as the 

poor.  And both the poor and the rich know what it is to be rejected.  The 

rich commit suicide just as the poor do when life's losses seem unbearable. 

 

But why does Jesus speak well of mourning?  Shouldn't we want to avoid 

loss and grief.  Why does Jesus say that there is some blessing for life's 

losers that is not available to the winners?  In Luke's Gospel, Jesus expands 
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the theme of this Beatitude by adding, "Woe to you who laugh now, for you 

shall mourn and weep".  Jesus seems to say that the ones who now live 

privileged, healthy, carefree lives will mourn in God's future while those 

who are broken now by losses will be happy.    Friedrich Nietzsche, the 19th 

century philosopher, cynic and atheist, whose ideas have influenced much 

modern thought, saw Christianity as a weak person's religion, as a comfort 

for the incompetent, the cowardly and the useless.  Speaking with disgust 

of Jesus' words in Luke's Gospel, Nietzsche said, "What has been the 

greatest sin on earth so far?  Surely the words of the man who said, 'Woe 

to those who laugh now.'" Nietzsche sees Jesus' warning to the carefree 

and satisfied as an affront to human freedom and dignity. After all, 

shouldn't the human person want to be free from loss and tragedy and live 

with whatever security a successful life can offer? 

 

The contrast between Nietzsche, who has influenced modern thought more 

than most people know, and Jesus is stark.  Nietzsche represents the 

fundamental view of modern humanity while Jesus proposes a radically 

different perspective. 

 

Nietzsche says that we should get all we can out of life.  Life is short and we 

will soon die.  While we live we should enjoy it as much as possible.  We 

should be sure to taste every pleasure, enjoy every experience, have as 

much fun as possible.  Nietzsche and Jesus agree on the temporariness of 

life.  However,  Jesus says that while this world is only for now,  that there is 

a reality coming where every tear will be wiped away and where the 

oppressed, the forgotten, the oppressed and suffering will be consoled. 

 

Jesus tells us to live in this world with our hearts set on the world to 

come.  Nietzsche sees this as nonsense.  He tells us to live for now, to seize 

the good things of this world before it is too late and before illness, 

misfortune or death robs us of life's pleasures.  A follower of Jesus does not 

place absolute importance on the ups and downs of human existence. A 

person can be healthy one day and then dead the next. Or healthy one day 

and sick and crippled the next.  For Jesus our ultimate hope is not in the 

pleasures, laughter and riches of earth, but in heaven.  Jesus tells us that 
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our treasure should not be on earth, but in heaven where moths and rust 

cannot destroy it.  

 

 

 

 

• Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth 

 

Perhaps this seems to be the silliest of all the Beatitudes.  The meek inherit 

the land?  We all know that it is the bold and the courageous who take 

everything. The meek, the timid, the lowly get nothing or at most the 

scraps left behind by the powerful.   

 

What does "meek" mean?  One dictionary says that meekness is "enduring 

injury with patience and without resentment".  Another definition says that 

a meek person is "deficient in spirit and courage, submissive, not violent or 

strong".  A more positive meaning of meekness is to be kind, gentle, patient 

with others.   While parents may want their children to be kind and gentle, 

they do not want their children to endure injury or to be submissive.  

 

 

Again, the meek are the losers in the eyes of the world.  The assertive and 

powerful usually get what they want and if the earth or the land is the 

prize, the meek are likely to lose in a contest with the aggressive.  

 

 

In one sense there is a sad logic to this beatitude.  Throughout history the 

strong and powerful of this world have waged wars of conquest. The poor 

and the meek have dreaded the arrival of armies which have burned crops 

and houses, terrorized the poor farmers who till the land and killed 

innocent people.  The poor do not decide to wage war.  The rich and 

powerful decide on war and the poor are the ones forced to fight and it is 

the land and homes of the poor which are devastated by the armies.  But 

after the war is over and one army has forced another to submit, the 

warriors go home and the poor people once again till the land.  In a 
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perverse sense, the meek actually do inherit the land after the powerful 

have waged their aggressive wars.   

 

 

Jesus was meek.  He submitted to injury and was a victim of 

violence.  Though he was a powerful healer and leader, when He was 

threatened with violence, He did not defend Himself.  He died praying for 

forgiveness for his killers. Jesus suffered so terribly that He was effectively 

destroyed by pain and loneliness.  He cried from the cross, "my God, my 

God, why have you abandoned me?"  Yet even in His complete humiliation 

He still possessed a dignity, a peace of heart because He knew that He was 

doing the Father's will.  Worldly pleasure does not equal true happiness. 

Jesus sought the happiness that comes from God rather than the pleasure 

that comes from worldly power. 

 

 

Jesus says that the meek inherit the earth or the land.  The earth was 

created by God and it belongs to God. According to the book of Genesis 

God created the earth for his beloved Adam and Eve.  Sadly, though, in 

their pride and lust for power, they sinned and lost the land, the garden of 

Eden.  The land, intended to be a place of union between God and His 

people, becomes a place of rebellion and selfishness.  The land, the earth, is 

God's gift to His beloved ones.  And when people turn away from God and 

choose hatred over love, God withdraws His gift.  So in an ultimate sense, 

the earth will not belong to the powerful oppressors but to those who love 

and fear God. For now, the meek do not possess the land--for now, but not 

forever.   

 

The meek person is humble before God.  A meek person does not take 

what he or she wants, but waits for God to give.  When Jesus says that the 

meek will inherit the earth, He says that those who submit to God, who 

wait for God, who would rather suffer than do what is wrong--these will be 

blessed by God.  Those who are not meek take advantage of others. But the 

meek are often taken advantage of by others.  The meek do not hurt 

others, even when they are hurt.  There is a deep satisfaction in having a 

clean conscience.  Even if others have done evil, the one who refuses to 
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participate in evil, has an inner peace.  And in God's eternal justice, those 

who suffer injustice will prevail.   In God's kingdom, the ones who hurt 

others will lose while those who suffer at the hands of the powerful will 

thrive. 
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• Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they 

shall be satisfied.   

 

In a 1963 speech to the Irish parliament, President John F. Kennedy said: 

“You see things, and you say ‘Why?’ But I dream things that never were and 

I say; ‘Why not?'”.    The president was quoting the Irish author, George 

Bernard Shaw.  Good people see all that is wrong with the world and desire 

for it to be better.  We see hundreds of thousands of refugees from Syria 

pouring into Europe-- hungry and frightened--and we ask why there is a 

vicious war that has driven them from their homes.  We see homeless 

people on the streets, some mentally ill, hungry and cold, and again, we ask 

why things are this way. 

 

On a personal note, we see young people making wrong choices for drugs, 

sexual irresponsibility, pleasure and we wonder why they are carelessly 

throwing away their future.  Good people want to see a world of peace, or 

cooperation and of love and when we see war, discord and selfishness, we 

hunger and thirst for something better. 

 

If we are honest, we also hunger and thirst for our own righteousness.  We 

know our own angry tempers, our own deceit and lusts, and we wish that 

we ourselves were more righteous.    We yearn for a world of righteousness 

and we wish that we ourselves were better.   

 

This beatitude praises the restlessness inside of good people, a discontent 

with the way things are and a refusal to settle for a world of lies and 

betrayals, of selfishness and greed.  Those hungering and thirsting for 

righteousness do not excuse themselves. They do not believe in their own 

righteousness while lamenting the wickedness of the world.  In fact, those 

hungering and thirsting for righteousness long for it most in themselves and 

then in the world. 

 

A follower of Jesus renounces his or her own righteousness and puts faith 

only in the righteousness of God.  Only God is righteous. All human flesh is 

corrupted by sin.  The one praised in this beatitude looks forward to God's 
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righteousness and knows that human effort cannot bring about the world 

of justice and peace that we crave.  We trust in God. While we desire that 

the world and our own hearts be converted from selfishness to love, we 

wait for God's mercy and grace.  We don't trust in our good deeds, but in 

God's love.  We don't give up on ourselves or on others because of our sins, 

but we believe that God also desires righteousness and plans to transform 

the world in the age which will come. 

 

• Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. 

 

Pope Francis has decreed that the Catholic Church will mark a Year of 

Mercy, beginning on December 8, 2015.  This beatitude is directly related to 

the heart of Pope Francis and his message for the world today. 

 

What does the word "mercy" mean?  Mercy is often a synonym for 

forgiveness, and this is not wrong, though perhaps incomplete.  At the very 

least, a merciful person does not hold the offenses of others against them, 

but forgives, or at least lets them go. Because God is merciful we have solid 

hope that we will not be charged with our sins, but that our sins will be 

forgiven.   

 

Over and over Jesus says that there is a relationship between our offering 

mercy to others and our receipt of mercy from God.  In the Lord's Prayers, 

we are taught to pray, "forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who 

trespass against us". After giving us this prayer, Jesus adds in Matthew's 

gospel, "If you forgive others their transgressions, your heavenly Father will 

forgive you.  But if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father 

forgive your transgressions."  Jesus cannot be more clear. If you forgive 

others, God will forgive you.  If you do not forgive others, God will not 

forgive you.  If you are merciful, you will find a merciful God.  If you are not 

merciful, you will face a God without mercy.   

 

Forgiveness is hard, really hard.  When someone really hurts us, we find 

many reasons to hold onto our wound.  We know that Jesus insists that His 

followers forgive, but we excuse ourselves from this divine demand.  Too 
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often we don't see our sins clearly, but we certainly remember the hurts we 

have suffered from others. 

 

Do we really believe in forgiveness?  Too often we excuse our own 

violations of God's law, explaining why we did something wrong, believing 

that having a reason for sin is the same as justifying the sin.  We don't need 

forgiveness, we think, because we have done nothing wrong, or at least 

nothing seriously wrong.  But we see ourselves often as the victim of the 

evil of others.  This blindness to our own sin, but clear vision for the sins of 

others, is the opposite of mercy.   

 

What would a world of mercy be like?  In a world of mercy, there would still 

be sin, for humans are always weak and prone to sin.  But in a world of 

mercy, there would not be the cold alienation that keeps alive forever 

hostility for the grievances of the past.  We read in the news of places in 

the world where there is an endless cycle of offense, followed by revenge, 

followed by revenge again, always kept alive by hatred that goes on and 

on.  The endless fight between the Israelis and Palestinians comes to 

mind.  However, this cycle of revenge, holding grudges and ongoing 

hostility is too often the norm in families, workplaces, neighborhoods and 

even churches.   

 

Mercy is not easy.  It is not easy to love someone who has hurt you.  But 

the way to win God's mercy is to show mercy. God knows that this is hard 

for us, but we know that it is the only way to salvation. 

 

In my last email I talked about mercy as forgiveness. God shows mercy, 

forgiveness, to us.  He expects us to show the same mercy or forgiveness to 

others. 

 

But the word mercy means more than forgiveness.  The Catholic Church 

teaches that we must do deeds of mercy, the corporal and spiritual works 

of mercy. Doing the works of mercy is necessary for salvation. 

 

The corporal works of mercy are: 
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1. To feed the hungry. 

2. To give drink to the thirsty. 

3. To clothe the naked. 

4. To shelter the homeless 

5. To visit the sick. 

6. To visit the imprisoned 

7. To bury the dead. 

 

The word "corporal" means "concerning the body".  This is contrasted with 

the spiritual works of mercy which concern the soul or psyche. The corporal 

works of mercy are things we do that help a person in his or her physical 

life.  It is not enough merely to  pray for people or to teach them about God; 

we are commanded by God to actually help people in their human or 

physical needs.   

 

Because we hear so often of the primacy of the spiritual over the physical, 

we can mistakenly believe that God does not care about earthly human 

suffering, that God only cares about whether we go to heaven.  Of course, 

our eternal salvation is most important. But God loves us and knows our 

earthly needs. He wants us to be happy here on earth and He tells His 

followers to do what they can to relieve the sufferings of others. 

 

The list of corporal works of mercy comes directly from Jesus.  In Matthew 

25, Jesus describes the last judgement that all of us will face.  Jesus says 

that all people will be gathered before the King (who is Jesus) and that He 

will separate those who did the works of mercy from those who did 

not.  Jesus also says that when we feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit 

the sick and the rest of these good works that we do these things  to 

Jesus.  Jesus is present in the poor and suffering people who need our 

help.  A meeting with a suffering person is an encounter with Jesus Himself. 

Likewise, if we fail to help a suffering person, we fail to help Jesus.   

 

That Jesus comes disguised as a poor person is a biblical teaching. In many 

ancient Christian legends, there is a story of a holy person who met and 

helped a poor person and who later discovered that the one helped was 
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Jesus. We cannot afford to miss an opportunity to help and comfort those 

in need.   

 

Look at the list of works of mercy. Do you do any of those things? Do you 

donate to organizations that help the poor? Do you visit the sick?  Take 

time to console people whose loved one has died? Do you spend time to 

comfort someone who is sad or confused?  Do you give blood?  Do you take 

your time to help new immigrants as they adjust to life here in the United 

States? There are so many ways that we can lighten the burden of someone 

who is suffering.  And when we show mercy to someone in need, we are 

assured that God will then show mercy to us.  

 

Jesus came as the embodiment of God's mercy, offering His own life as a 

sacrifice of mercy for us.  But He also demands that we show mercy to 

others.  We have discussed the corporal works of mercy, the good deeds 

that we must do for the needy in order to be received into heaven. The 

Church has also listed spiritual works of mercy, merciful deeds that are not 

directed to the physical needs of others but to their spiritual well being. 

• To instruct the ignorant; 

• To counsel the doubtful; 

• To admonish sinners; 

• To bear wrongs patiently; 

• To forgive offences willingly; 

• To comfort the afflicted; 

• To pray for the living and the dead. 

By commanding us to perform corporal works of mercy (feeding the hungry, 

giving drink to the thirsty, etc) we understand that Jesus cares about our 

well being in this world.  He wants no one to be without the necessities for 

a dignified life.  But we are not only creatures of this earth; God has created 

us for eternal life and so we have spiritual needs as well. 

 

The last of the spiritual works of mercy is prayer.  Sometimes when we say 

to someone, "I will pray for you", it may seem that we are saying, "I can't 

help you so I promise empty prayers".  But this is not the attitude of a 

believer.  We humans are limited.  Indeed, sometimes we cannot help 
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others in their physical bodily needs, but God can do all things. It is an act 

of love to remember another person in our prayers before God.  Our faith 

teaches us that God listens to prayers and that God helps others through 

our prayers.  We have a solemn duty to pray for those whom God has 

entrusted to us.  Parents must pray for children.  Children have a duty to 

pray for parents.  We should pray for our co-workers and for the members 

of our parish community.  If we don't pray for others, we have failed to do 

our duty before God. 

 

Also it is an act of holiness to love another person enough to try to move 

another person to goodness and away from sin and doubt.  Helping another 

person to come to know God and to turn away from sin is one of the 

greatest things we can do for another person.  We have a special duty to 

lead the young through our word and example to lives of virtue.  Teaching 

people to do what is right and having the courage to confront someone 

who is in sin or error is a good deed.  No one really wants to live in sin, 

alienated from God, hurting others.  Sometimes it seems that people living 

in sin and doubt want to be left alone.  "Don't judge" people say when their 

faults are pointed out to them.   Indeed, people do not want to be judged 

and no one has the right to judge. But no one wants to live alienated from 

God and others.  It is a deed of mercy to gently but clearly help another 

person to be a better human being. People need encouragement to live 

good lives and offering others guidance and encouragement is important. 

 

Finally, we cannot live long in this world without being hurt by others.  We 

suffer deep wounds because of the cruel judgments and actions of 

others.  One of the hardest things that God asks us to do is to forgive, to 

not respond harshly to harsh treatment.  Perhaps the greatest act of love is 

to forgive and to bear wrongs when we are victims of the malice of others.   

 

Jesus asks us to care for others in their sufferings. We must offer practical 

help to people in need. Moreover, we must also care for the spiritual well 

being of others.  To help another person to know and love God is the 

greatest thing we can do for them.   
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I am writing again on this beatitude since Pope Francis has invited the 

Church to celebrate a Year of Mercy, similar to the Year of Faith a few years 

ago. It was the Year of Faith that began these emails and so it is appropriate 

to focus now on mercy. 

 

Faustina Kowalski lived from 1905 to 1938.  She was a Polish nun who 

received visions and revelations from God. She was declared a Catholic 

saint in the year 2000.  Saint John Paul, pope at that time, believed that she 

was one of the most important saints of the 20th century and that her 

message was important for the modern world.  

 

Sister Faustina was a simple girl from a poor family. She felt called to join a 

convent and was accepted and assigned to do simple work, cleaning and 

manual work.  She revealed to her confessor and later to others that Jesus 

called her to spread the devotion of Divine Mercy.   

 

Divine Mercy had two components: that Jesus gave His life to offer to 

everyone the mercy of God and that God asks us to be merciful to 

others.  This is completely consistent with the beatitude we are reflecting 

on. We receive God's mercy when we are merciful to others. 

 

To help people to focus on the idea of mercy, Sister Faustina said that Jesus 

asked for two devotions focused on mercy.  The Sunday after Easter is 

Divine Mercy Sunday. Every year on that Sunday we read the gospel where 

Jesus gives His apostles the power to forgive sin, thereby establishing the 

sacrament of reconciliation or confession.  God is so merciful that He has 

given us a definite way to find forgiveness anytime we need it. It is a puzzle 

why people do not flock to confession to receive certain mercy and 

forgiveness. 

 

Sister Faustina also introduced the Divine Mercy Chaplet.  It is a prayer 

which uses the typical rosary beads. The one praying offers these prayers 

on the beads of the rosary: 
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Eternal Father, I offer you the body, blood, soul and divinity of your dearly 

beloved Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, in atonement for our sins and the sins of 

the whole world. 

 

For the sake of His sorrowful passion, have mercy on us and on the whole 

world. 

 

Holy God, Holy Mighty One, Holy Immortal One, have mercy on us and on 

the whole world 

 

These prayers teach the truth about God's mercy.  We have no merits of 

our own to take to God when we ask for salvation.  Nothing that we do on 

our own is good enough to earn heaven.  But we do have something 

immense and priceless to offer to God--the obedience and suffering of 

Jesus Christ. Because of God's mercy we can approach God bearing the 

most amazing gift, the body, blood, soul and divinity of Jesus.  We who 

have nothing that could be worthy of God actually have that which is most 

precious in the sight of God. And we can offer Jesus to the Father and be 

blessed with absolute forgiveness and mercy. And the mercy of God is not 

just for you and me, but for the whole world.   

 

• Blessed are the Pure of Heart for they shall see God. 

For me personally, this beatitude causes the most discomfort.  In fact, it 

creates in me a personal grief for I do not experience myself as pure of 

heart.  Instead, my heart is complicated as I seek after many things that are 

not God, as I immerse myself in the cares and concerns of this world.  I do 

not live for God alone. I know that I am impure.   I am not always truthful, 

not always focused on God alone, not always chaste, not always loving.  I 

cannot call myself "pure of heart".  Does this mean that I will not see God? 

 

Is purity of heart unattainable, impossible to achieve?  If that is so, is seeing 

God, salvation itself impossible?   

 

The essential good news of the Bible is that God does not save only the 

perfect, people without sin and weakness.  Jesus says that He came to call 
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sinners, not the self righteous.  Jesus was kind to tax collectors who 

cheated others and prostitutes who committed sexual sins. But he was 

harsh to the religious leaders who saw no sin in themselves. 

 

The pure of heart are not those who are without sin and who never have 

anything to regret. Instead, Jesus offers salvation to those who in their 

depths of their hearts want to please God but often fall short of their goals. 

Purity of heart means a sincere intention to please God and not to live for 

oneself.  It does not mean moral perfection.  

 

Why does a person who is pure of heart pray?  Not to get what is needed 

from God, but to please God. Why does a person who is pure of heart do 

good deeds?  Not to get to heaven but to show others the goodness of 

God.  Purity of heart does not mean sinlessness but a desire to please God, 

even as we know that we can never be completely righteous.  The one who 

is pure of heart is focused on God, not one him or herself. The pure one is 

not overly concerned with his or her own sinfulness but is instead 

passionate for the honor of God 

 

A person who is pure of heart is not perfect.  The pure person knows that 

he or she is weak but trusts in the goodness of God.  Purity of heart is not 

about perfection but is instead about a sincere desire to please God. 

 

However, a person who is given over to sin and selfishness cannot be called 

pure of heart.  The pure one must at least want to be truthful, chaste, 

loving and forgiving, understanding that it is human to fall short of the 

goal.   Purity of heart is not about always being perfect but about always 

wanting to please the Lord.  

 

In the Old Testament, Jewish  priests were required to purify themselves in 

a bathing ritual before they could approach the altar and offer animal 

sacrifices for sin.  In the letter to the Hebrews, the New Testament author 

says that the pre-Christian priests entered the temple sanctuary again and 

again to offer sacrifices to take away first their own sins and then the sins 

of the people.  The author of Hebrews also says that these animal sacrifices 
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were ultimately useless because they could never take away any sins.  No 

one was ever purified by killing an animal in sacrifice. 

 

In the Old Testament, purity was sought when a priest washed himself in 

order to be able to approach God.  Even in the Old Testament one did not 

dare to come to God without being pure.  But the New Testament teaches 

that these purifying rituals did not work,  not really.  

 

Who is pure enough to approach God, let alone see God? 

 

We don't kill animals any more to worship God and win His favor.  We are 

told in the New Testament that animal sacrifices did not really take aways 

sin anyway.  How are we then able to find purity, real purity today?   

 

When I hear the word "purity" I think of goodness, moral good 

behavior.  Sexual purity is the first sort of goodness that comes to mind, but 

beyond sexual purity there is honesty, generosity and the other virtuous 

deeds that good people do.  Is purity of heart another way to say that we 

have to be really good to see God? 

 

The problem is that we are not always good.  In fact, the closer we get to 

God the more we see that we are often make compromises and often 

choose selfishness.  Many people have dull consciences and do not see 

their own sin.  But a person in tune with God's absolute goodness knows 

how far he or she is from purity. 

 

In the gospel of John, we have the story at the last supper where Jesus 

washed the feet of the apostles.  On the night before His crucifixion Jesus 

wanted to teach important lessons.  So He washed feet, a slave's task, to 

show the importance of humility and service. 

 

In explaining His foot washing, Jesus said to His apostles, "you have already 



 

Copyright © 2016 Philadelphia Holy Redeemer Chinese Catholic Church and School 

 

 

been made clean by the word I have spoken to you".  Jesus did not say that 

you will be clean when you do my will, obey my commandments, imitate 

me.  No, He said that our purity comes from Him, not from our efforts to be 

good. 

 

We are not pure because we have no sin.  We are pure because we have 

accepted the words of Jesus.  We don't achieve purity of heart by being 

without sin, but by allowing Jesus who purifies us into our hearts.  Purity is 

not our achievement, but Christ's action in us. 

 

The sacrificial death of Jesus can purify us and win forgiveness for us, but 

we on our own cannot make ourselves fit for God.  Purity is a gift, not an 

accomplishment. 

 

Saint Therese of Lisieux, the Little Flower, is an important influence in my 

personal spiritual journey.  She died in 1897 at the age of 24.  In her life she 

was unknown yet her writings still inspire many, including me.  Therese 

understood that God makes us pure, that we don't work hard and become 

pure and then find ourselves acceptable to God.  For Therese it is God's 

love, not our good deeds or our sufferings on earth or in purgatory that 

makes us ready for heaven. 

 

Therese believed that God's love is so intense, overwhelming, that in an 

instant He can burn away all sin and make an impure person pure. All the 

soul has to do is accept His love.  In a letter, Therese said, "The good God 

does not need years to accomplish His work of love in a soul; one ray from 

His Heart can, in an instant, make His flower bloom for eternity..." 

 

One ray from the heart of God can make us pure.  And then we can see Him 

forever. 

• Blessed are the peacemakers: for they will be called children of God 
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From the beginning of human life on earth there has been war.  I remember 

once visiting a remote village in Papua New Guinea where a tribe from 

deep in the forest from time to time attacked a small village because of 

some decade’s old grievance.  Shortly before I visited two teenagers had 

been killed one night in a raid.  This is a small war. Sadly, war is often fought 

on a colossal scale involving thousands and even millions of people. 

 

Too often because of some economic or political disagreement, leaders of 

nations send their young men and women off to fight and die. And more 

often than not, women and children are caught in the crossfires of 

opposing armies.  War means death, starvation, burning homes and 

shattered lives. 

 

Those of us who have never lived in a war zone are indeed blessed.  William 

Tecumseh Sherman, a US Union Civil War general, speaking on June 19, 

1879 to a graduating class of the Michigan Military Academy uttered these 

famous words, "There is many a boy here today who looks on war as all 

glory, but, boys, it is all Hell."  Indeed, war is hell and those who wage war 

are surely in league with the powers of hell.   

 

We erect statues and monuments to generals and warriors. Do we value 

those who lead us to peace? And how do we achieve peace? Too often the 

way to peace is through victory. There will be peace when our side wins 

and the other side is defeated.  Again General Sherman, most often 

remembered for "Sherman's march to the sea" where his army devastated 

the southern US countryside, burning and destroying as they marched, 

justified his wanton destruction by saying, "war is cruelty. There is no use 

trying to reform it; the crueler it is, the sooner it will be over".  Peace will 

come when we win! 

 

How can we be peacemakers when humans are so prone to fight?  Perhaps 

you and I cannot keep our nation from going to war. But we can promote 

peace in our families, workplaces, neighborhoods and churches.  There are 

attitudes that we may have that promote fighting and not peace: 
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• always insisting on being right or on having your own way 

• holding grudges and taking revenge 

• refusing to forgive 

• gossiping and getting others to hate or disrespect someone 

• making negative generalizations about other races, religions or 

ethnic communities 

While we may not have the power to stop armies from killing, we do have 

the power to promote reconciliation and peace in the small worlds that we 

inhabit.   

 

Peace starts with being right with God.  If a person is right with God then 

that person cannot hate.  God is love. One who hates is not right with 

God.  Peacemaking begins when a person surrenders grudges, opinions, 

rights and prejudices to God. A person who is in God's favor will work to 

reduce tensions, solve disagreements, promote forgiveness and foster 

respect for every person.  That is peacemaking.  

 

• Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness sake: for 

theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  

 

Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say 

all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because 

great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the 

prophets who were before you. 

 

Again, the beatitudes call "blessed" what must people would call 

cursed.  Are we blessed when we are persecuted, lied about and 

despised?  Are we not blessed rather when we enjoy a good reputation and 

a peaceful life? 

 

This beatitude describes the situation of the Church through history and 

today.  For the first several centuries after the life of Jesus, the Roman 

Empire fiercely persecuted the Church.  But persecution is not merely a 

thing of the past.  On Easter, just a few weeks ago, a terrorist bomber 

attacked a gathering of Christians in a park in Pakistan.  Throughout the 
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Middle East Christians today are killed, harassed and driven from their 

homes.  We know of priests, bishops and ordinary Catholics who spent 

years in labor camps in China because they would not deny their Catholic 

faith.  Here in the United States, there is increasing social disapproval for 

those who hold Christian beliefs about marriage, sexuality and 

abortion.  And there are even legal penalties in some circumstances for 

those who refuse to believe that modern sexual morality is in the best 

interest of society. 

 

This beatitude is a word of comfort for the persecuted Church through the 

centuries.   In the midst of powerlessness and sufferings, the Church knows 

that it stands in the place where God's kingdom breaks into the world.  The 

powers that harass and persecute believers are not the future. They are 

passing. The future is God's kingdom where those who suffer at the hands 

of the powerful will be vindicated. 

 

Jesus blesses those who are persecuted "for righteousness sake".  People 

sometimes suffer because of their own sins or foolishness.  People also 

suffer just because suffering is part of life.  God is surely at the side of all 

who suffer, even those who cause their own problems. But for those 

innocent ones who suffer precisely because they refuse to cooperate with 

evil, there is a special blessing.  Jesus Himself suffered for God's 

righteousness and His followers can expect similar treatment. 

 

Humans have many needs--food, shelter, warmth, love.  But the need for 

the esteem of others is particularly powerful.  We hear of people who take 

their own lives when their crimes are discovered. These people would 

rather die than face the shame of legal prosecution and jail.  Those who 

endure insults and false and ugly hatred suffer much.  They are blessed 

when they can hope, not in human approval, but in the love of God.  When 

a person can bear rejection from others because of an unshakable trust in 

God, that person is indeed blessed. The world can give rewards and take 

them away; the world can inflict physical and psychological pain.  But the 

world, in the end, passes. The person whose hope is in God is happy now 

and forever. 
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