4th Sunday in Ordinary Time Year A
Zephaniah 2:3; 3:12-13
Psalm 146

1 Cor. 1:26-31

Matthew 5:1-12a

Today’s readings give us a very detailed instruction manual on how we are to live.  We have been called to follow Christ, we are children of God through baptism, and we made a promise.  Now, here’s what we must do:


1-seek justice


2-seek humility


3-do no wrong


4-speak no lies

No doubt about the plan we are to follow.  Zephaniah, scholars believe, dates from the 7th century before Jesus, and is a collection of sayings attributed to a prophet.  While it is presented as a single text, it is believed to have been given piece-by-piece over a longer period of time. This is a foreshadowing of the Sermon on the Mount in today’s gospel.

Zephaniah addresses his words to the people of Jerusalem.  By their religious practices, they show they have little regard for Yahweh.  They have been influenced by the worship of the Canaanites and Assyrians who have occupied and dominated Judah and Israel for over a hundred years. Yahweh was no longer their only god.  They began to worship other deities.  Zephaniah’s words were to reassert the sovereignty of Yahweh over all principalities and powers of the cosmos.  The words ring true for us today.  In the time of uncertainty we find in our world, we are called to return to Yahweh, to do right and to place our trust in God.
St. Paul invites us in the first line of his letter to the Church in Corinth to consider our calling.  Don’t pay attention to the values and things of importance the world holds out as the standard.  God does not favor those who are self-satisfied and hold fiscal or political power over others.  Don’t stand in solidarity with those whom the world judges as wise.  In God’s eyes, they are not wise. 

The gospel today continues this same message. We are invited to readjust our focus.  We are invited to take a new look at what is real, what is good and true around us.  Matthew’s gospel, which we began reading in Advent and will continue to read throughout ordinary time this year was composed sometime in the years 80-90 CE. It was written by someone who remains anonymous and scholars today still have no definitive answer as to why it is named “the Gospel of Matthew,” The word Matthew means gift of Yahweh, which is why some scholars say it is called that.  Others maintain that Matthew was one of the 12 apostles. Perhaps what is more important is who this gospel was written for.  Matthew presents Jesus as the new Moses.  He is the fulfillment of the new law.  Moses gave us the old law; Jesus brings the law to its fullest measure.  So, we may deduce that the gospel was written for a group of Jewish converts.  Most likely that community still followed the Law of Moses, worshiped at the synagogue, kept the dietary laws and observed circumcision.  They would have known the Torah as the revealed word of God, the law given to them from Moses.  You may recall Matthew’s gospel from midnight mass at Christmas: the genealogy of Jesus connects him to the great lineage of the past generations. Jesus was the promised messiah.  In presenting Jesus as the new Moses, Matthew has Jesus giving the new law from the mountain as well.  The Sermon on the Mount, which will be part of our readings for the next few weeks, gives a detailed list of the new laws. For Matthew’s community, Jesus presents a new Torah.
While the sermon looks like one long discourse, scholars believe it is really a collection and summary of many things Jesus taught over the course of his ministry. These collected sayings detail what it means to live the values of the kingdom of God, right here and right now.

The old law told people what to do.  The beatitudes don’t tell us what to do, they tell us what we will be like if we are living in the kin-dom.  They offer us a life-style based on being vulnerable and cooperative in relating to others.  The 10 commandments were laws to obey.  Richard Rohr points out “we are invited to move out of membership and get into discipleship.”

Jesus offers his disciples and us the chance to relate to God in a new way too.  We had known God as lawgiver and judge; Jesus says, there is much more--call God “Abba.” Our relationship is to be intimate and personal. In such a relationship, we see God as life-giver, not law-giver.

Marcus Borg, 20th century biblical scholar, suggests that Jesus’ sermon is a collection of aphorisms, great “one-liners.” As a polished preacher, Jesus would have found ways to use one or more of these aphorisms each time he taught. Each of them is invitational, challenging the listeners, and us, to look at things in a new way. Transform our vision; it is not the same old way of thinking.
In challenging us to look at things differently, Pope Francis offers us a new way to look at the beatitudes.  There are copies of these new beatitudes for you to take home. But for now I will just share them orally:

Blessed are those who remain faithful, while enduring evils inflicted on them by others and forgive them from their heart.

Blessed are those who look into the eyes of the abandoned and marginalized and show them their closeness.

Blessed are those who see God in every person, and strive to make others also discover him.

Blessed are those who protect and care for our common home.

Blessed are those who renounce their own comfort in order to help others.

Blessed are those who pray and work for full communion between believers.

Our country, indeed our world, is entering a dark time.  We may want to faint over how much is wrong or unmended in our world. We can’t focus on that.  We are needed, that’s really all we know.  Ours isn’t the task of fixing the entire world all at once.  But, if each of us stretches out to mend and repair the part of the world that is within our reach, we will be of service.  Any small thing one person can do to help another person will help.  Remember the great visual of a small stone dropped into a pond:  eventually the entire body of water is stirred. So, it will be our accumulation of acts, our continuing to do good, seek peace, speak out against injustice, and look at one another with respect and kindness.  Then the kin-dom of God will surely be at hand.
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