6th Sunday Ordinary Time (C)
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On a canvas covering the mule train of the 1968 Poor People’s Campaign was written, ‘Don’t laugh. Jesus was a poor man.’  We tend not to imagine Jesus as a poor person. (The primary image the church gives us is one of power and majesty.)  Yet, the Gospels tell us that Jesus owns only the clothes that he wears.  (At the end of his life, the soldiers take even these clothes from him.)  He is homeless. He eats what others offer him.  He receives support from other people (mostly women).

St. Francis of Assisi recognizes Jesus as a poor person and chooses to imitate him.  It is as a poor person that Jesus proclaims what we know as the Beatitudes. (Most likely, the Beatitudes are a collection of says that Jesus taught and later compiled by the Gospel writer, Luke.) The message, however, is clear… Jesus and those who follow him (including you and me) are invited to live a way of life in which everyone is connected with everyone else.  The less possessions we have, the easier we can accept our union with other people and all of creation; the easier it is to experience God’s love as a gift rather than payment for our moral purity.

Living the Beatitudes becomes more difficult when our theological emphasis shifts from an active interaction between God and us, and becomes a static thinking about God.  Our image of God also changes, and the majesty and power of Jesus (separateness) become the primary focus.  We soon begin to view poverty as a punishment for our sins.

A second layer of difficulties happens with the Age of Enlightenment (18th Century).  Science and religion – now separate – tout the individual.  Combining with the static understanding of God, we lose all sense of active relationships, with God, with each other and with creation.  Confession becomes a laundry list rather than a recognition of the ways by which we fail to love our neighbor.  Communion becomes a reward for those who are approved by church authorities rather than a gift from God to remind us that we are and can never stop being, the Body of Christ.  Creation becomes something that we can dominate and use selfishly for our pleasure and financial gain rather than a partner in a loving relationship with God.

Pope Francis addresses his encyclical, Laudate Si, to all peoples and not just Roman Catholics.  He recognizes the urgent need for us all to return to a way of life in which relationships become a priority.  He says a static way of viewing God separates us from God and each other.  He calls for a re-uniting of science and religion, acknowledging that the first way that we meet God is through the material world.


Seen from this perspective, prayer is the practice of gazing into the eyes of God, who gazes at us.  When we gaze into the eyes of another, love is present.  We can gaze no other way.  When love is present, so is relationship, and interactive activity naturally follows.  We stop viewing God as static (omnipotent and omniscient), and begin to recognize the ways in which God lovingly evolves with us.

When we view the Beatitudes from a place of power, they cannot change us.  When we view the Beatitudes from a place of poverty, they transform our lives.
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