FOURTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘A’

I was surprised this week to read a critique of Mother Angelica and her television network.  The writer feels that she presents only one side of what the Church officially teaches, the one side she likes and is familiar with. He says that you will never hear her or any of the preachers and teachers on her network talk about the current welfare stalemate, nuclear arsenals, domestic violence, or discrimination against immigrants, gay people, and people of color.
He describes her program as literally draped in Catholicism from religious habits to statues, and yet one hears only one side of Catholic teaching.  You never hear her talk about the tough social teachings of the Second Vatican Council or those of the popes or the American Catholic Bishops.  You never hear a Catholic teaching on capital punishment.
I say I was surprised because I don’t see Mother Angelica’s programs.  I have never lived in a house where the television reception service included the Eternal Word Network.  Those of you who do receive and watch her network might keep in mind the observations of this writer, to see if indeed it is so one-sided.
Our readings from Scripture today challenge us to look at the other side of the Gospel.  The Beatitudes are not a nine-step program for perfection.  The Beatitudes do not contain everything one must do in order to get to Heaven. The beatitudes are Jesus’ way of having us see the side of the Gospel we would rather not see or deal with.  
Jesus went up on a mountain, where he could observe the crowd below.  He saw that some of them were poor, some homeless, some mourning, some frustrated by the lack of justice, mercy, and peace in the world, some were slaves of their sins.  He called them BLESSED.
In the Hebrew Scriptures, a blessing is the discovery that God is present and active in one’s experience, right here, right now.  So the Beatitudes are saying that you do not need to go past your own daily struggles to find the presence of God.
Jesus is not declaring that a person is blest because he or she must live in situations of deprivation.  It is just the opposite.  These suffering people are blest in spite of their misery, their sufferings.  When we are spared of such suffering, we are likewise blessed if we know and never forget that, above all, we need God.  That is what it means to be “poor in spirit” – to need God.
Jesus tells us that when we act in the ways the beatitudes suggest, we are acting as God would have us act.  God can and does bring us to our homeland when we are willing to walk the path we have come upon and when we are willing to live with what is the reality of our life.
Spiritual writer William Barclay says that it is only when we realize our helplessness and dependence upon God for everything, that living our faith begins for us.
In the Gospel for last Sunday’s Mass, Jesus offered a slogan when he called followers to himself and declared, “Come after me, and I will make you fishers of men.  This slogan served to establish a sense of belonging, identity and achievement for the apostles, who would live by it.
Today we are confronted with the slogans of the kingdom: “Blessed are the poor, those who mourn, the meek, the merciful.  Blessed are those who are starving for justice; blessed the peacemakers and the persecuted.”
Commentator Patricia Sánchez says that these slogans challenge believers to accept the reign of God and live according.  They attest to the great paradoxes of our faith:  I am richest in the ways of the kingdom when I am poorest in the ways of the world.  The poor ones of the kingdom do not glory in destitution; rather, they value the wealth that cannot be counted – that is, belonging to god, bearing God’s image and being the heirs of all God’s blessings.  I am most free when I am totally given to the Other and to all others in Christ.  My will is strongest when I surrender to the will of God.  My convictions are truest and firmest when suffering and persecution cannot wrench them from me.  My faith, both professed and lived, is most real when outward circumstances suggest that it is futile or foolish to believe.  My hope is deepest when, even though all else in my life dictates despair, I am aware that God has my back.  I am nearer to the all-powerful God when I am the least powerful and the most vulnerable.  I am at my greatest when I am smallest and humblest.
