HOMILY FOR THE FOURTH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR A

 BLESSING OF FIDELITY IN ADVERSITY 

            One of the goals of our daily struggles is happiness.  And there are so many things that can make us happy: money, eating and drinking, possession, friendship, marriage, success, etc.  In contradistinction, our readings provide us as a means to happiness the contrary: poor in spirit, persecution, mercy and peace.  What really does Jesus want us to understand about the Beatitudes as recorded in the readings?  To understand what is implied in these readings therefore, some knowledge of the social background of the text would help us here.

Zephaniah prophesied in Jerusalem during a time when many in that city were becoming discouraged and faithless due to widespread corruptions.  Look at the picture of things then: Woe to the city, rebellious and polluted, to the tyrannical city! She hears no voice, accepts no correction. In the Lord she has not trusted, to her God she has not drawn near. Her princes in her midst are roaring lions. Her judges are wolves of the night that had no bones to gnaw by morning. Her prophets are insolent, treacherous men. Her priests profane what is holy, and do violence to the law (Zeph.3:1ff).  Against this background, Zephaniah reminds the people about the coming “Day of the Lord”, a time of terrible vengeance, when only the modest remnant may be sheltered from the anger of the Lord (Zeph. 2:3) 

            This situation did not change much.  Jesus preached to the Jews at the time of similar checkered history of woes and scandals.  He saw the injustice that accompanied the buying and selling in the house of God when he went on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem.  John the Baptist was killed by Herod for failing to compromise the truth.  Some rabbis were very pompous, unjust, legalistic, oppressive and vindictive but lacked inward peace and purity.  Again, there were haggard and poor widows mourning their husbands who died during inter-tribal wars with neighboring countries.

Since the Jews believe that evil befalls only those who do not know God, these situations made faith difficult if not impossible.  Jesus cannot make any impact in his new preaching unless he confronts these thoughts and situations.  Here he sets out to tell them that blessings go with our patience and fidelity in the face of tribulations.   He exhorts them to turn these experiences to their own advantage by allowing them to teach them virtues.    The virtuous can never go without reward, either here on earth or in heaven or both.   This is what Paul means when he says in the second reading that the Lord is the boast of the despised and weak.  Then, given the situation we have just described, Jesus is like saying: Blessed are you who accept these evil conditions as the price that you have to pay for following me.

            Therefore, the Beatitudes propose to us a way of life, inviting us to embrace the virtue of poverty of the spirit, meekness, justice and chastity as true measures of fortune, greatness and happiness.  The Beatitudes challenge us to be compassionate people, to be men and women who are pure in heart, and to become the peacemakers in our dealings with one another, in our families and in the society at large, even when this approach to things exposes us to ridicule and persecution. 

                        What we must know is that when we are going through tribulation, destitution, deprivation or persecution just because of our sins, it does not win us God’s blessings.  Injustices and oppressions suffered due to our wrongdoing do not attract the rewards of the Beatitudes.  The lesson is this: there are blessings to gain in the midst of tribulations that come our way if we remain faithful to God.          

So, when as a Christian you experience similar treatment in Islamic nations, or when to marry from a certain race or religion makes you lose some benefits from your relations, or when to profess your belief that is opposed to abortion or gay marriage merits you enemies or loss of majority votes; or when to be generous to humanity reduces your purse; or when people laugh at you that your offering is wasted on priest’s sexual abuse compensations; or when people look down on you because you are committed to the faith; do not entertain any self blame; or grow weak, or refuse to do what you know is right; instead in these and similar situations, “rejoice and be glad for surely your reward is great in heaven” (Math. 5:12).

