
This weekend we have one of those rare occasions when all of the readings
explicitly revolve around one central theme which can be summed up like this:
God does not judge on appearances, he judges based on what really matters, he
judges what’s in the heart. And what matters most to God is not what the world
values: power, physical beauty, wealth, and brute strength. God makes his choices
based on what the world values the least: humility, lowliness, meekness, and
poverty of spirit.

The first reading tells us that God values a people who are humble and
lowly. Saint Paul tells us that God did not choose those who were wise, powerful
and noble by human standards. Instead God chose those who, in the eyes of the
world, were foolish, weak, lowly, despised and counted for nothing. I doubt that
the Corinthians appreciated being described in that way.  The same thing applies to
us…how does that make you feel?  Like the Corinthians, we have a tendency to
boast in ourselves, forgetting that all that is good about ourselves and our
community comes from God.“Whoever boasts, should boast in the Lord.” This
shouldn't make us feel bad. God chooses based on what is in the heart.  God has
called us here today because he wants us and considers us to be worthy…not
according to the values of the world, but according to his own.

Both of these readings point us to what we hear in the Gospel: the
Beatitudes, which are Jesus’ introduction to the Sermon on the Mount. What are
the beatitudes? One misconception about the Beatitudes is that they only apply to
our lives in heaven, provided we get there. In the first volume of his trilogy Jesus
of Nazareth, Pope Benedict says that the Beatitudes are promises of blessings we
will receive in heaven, in the reality yet to come.* But they also apply to our lives
here and now. Pope Benedict writes, “When man begins to see and to live from
God’s perspective, when he is a companion on Jesus’ way, then he lives by new
standards, and something of the reality to come is already present.  Jesus brings joy
in the midst of affliction.”

Practical speaking, what does that look like? Blessed are those who mourn.
Mourning can come from two sources.  We mourn our deceased loved ones now,
but look forward with hope to see them in heaven where there will be no more
tears; this refers to the world to come. Mourning can also mean sorrow at the evil
we see in the world around us right now. If we mourn injustice and hatred and
violence and everything else that does not belong in God’s good creation we will
work to get rid of it. In this sense, those who mourn are connected to those who



hunger and thirst and are persecuted for righteousness, those who are merciful, and
the peacemakers. NOT just in the world to come, but right here and now.

But be warned: authentically putting the beatitudes into practice will bring
the wrath of the world down upon us because the spirit of the beatitudes is contrary
to the spirit of the world held captive by sin. This is why on Epiphany I referred to
the Beatitudes as Jesus’ battle plan for his campaign of sabotage.  The beatitudes,
and the people who authentically try to live them out, are the means through which
Jesus works to reverse everything wrong in the world and restore it to the way God
originally intended it to be.

Perhaps it seems as if this plan isn’t working out very well. I’d like you to
consider this. The prophet Zephaniah spoke about a remnant of people who were
humble and lowly and who took refuge in the name of the Lord. He was warning
about the coming destruction of Jerusalem and Judah because the people and their
leaders were not living according to God’s will.  They worshiped false Gods and
they tolerated injustices to the poor and most vulnerable. This destruction would
come about through the Babylonians when Jerusalem and the Temple would be
destroyed. But even in the midst of this destruction, some people would remain
faithful and it was from this remnant that God would begin to rebuild his chosen
people. When we flashforward to the establishment of the church by Jesus through
the apostles and Saint Paul, we see that God would add to his chosen people by
expanding them to include the gentiles.

Before he became Pope Benedict, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger was asked what
he thought the church would look like several years in the future–that time is now.
He said the church would be smaller, poorer, but more fervent. He was referring to
a remnant. We repeatedly hear that Christianity is on the decline–for many
different reasons.  That makes us the remnant. We are Jesus’ companions in his
campaign to reclaim his world. But here is the problem. If it seems as if Jesus’
mission isn’t going very well, we can’t really blame him. We have to look at
ourselves.

There is a reason why Jesus began the Beatitudes by naming as blessed those
who are poor in spirit. Poverty of spirit is the condition necessary for the rest of the
beatitudes to fall into place. Poverty of spirit can be understood as being
completely open to the will of God. For an example of this, I give you our Blessed
Mother. Aside from Jesus, Mary is probably the most perfect example of someone
who is poor in spirit. The spirit referred to can be understood as the spirit of the



world. The spirit of the world tells us to put ourselves first, to get as much money
and power as we can. That is not our blessed mother. She always sought to do the
will of God. Mary was poor in the spirit of the world which allowed her to be filled
with the Spirit of God. Her emptiness of the spirit of the world also allowed her to
be called full of grace.

When we look at the world and see things falling apart and then when we
look at ourselves, we must ask ourselves “Whose spirit am I full of?” To be
counted among the blessed, we must be poor in the spirit of the world so that we
can become rich in the spirit of God. We are the remnant through which God wants
to get his world back, but if we are fervent for the wrong things, if we are filled
with the spirit of the world, he cannot work through us. On the Latin Mass calendar
this Sunday marks the end of the period of reflecting back on Christmas. Next
Sunday begins the period of preparing for Lent. Take advantage of this time. Let us
make ourselves poor in the spirit of the world, poor in the spirit of politics and
destructive ideologies, poor in the spirit of celebrity worship, poor in the spirit of
our own self-importance so that we can become rich in the spirit of God. Let us
become the fervent remnant from which God will build up his chosen people. Let
us truly be known as the people of the Beatitudes.

*Pope Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth, volume I, pg 70-99


