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Happy Hunger: 
Revisiting the Sermon 

on the Mount
by J .  B R E N T  B I L L

a it ’s ancient history!” whines Chris.
Nick says, “Yeah, I like some of 

the stories, but what’s it got to do 
with today?”

“Sure, I know Jesus said some good stuff. 
No, I don’t know exactly what, but it was 
good” adds Jill.

“Well, I think it’s just a bunch of do’s and 
don’ts—mostly don’ts,” Bernice concludes.

Such responses are typical teen honesty 
regarding the Bible. You know what the Bible 
is and that it’s important, but at times it doesn’t 
seem very relevant. After all, what does the 
Bible have to do with homework, hanging out 
with friends or cruising the mall?

Quite a lot, actually. But to find out, first 
you have to read it. And a good place to start is 
Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount—especially the 
Beatitudes (see Matthew 5:3-10). You know 
which ones those are, they all begin with 
“Blessed are...” and cover uncomfortable terri- 
tory like being poor and hungry.

Jesus’ words are timeless. They inspired 
people in the 10th century and probably will 
challenge 21st-century residents. And they are 
ageless, in the sense that they apply to all of us 
regardless of age. Times have changed since 
Jesus lived, but people really haven’t. So 
Jesus’ words are for all people at all times— 
even 20th-century teenagers in the U.S.A.

Some people don’t want to read the Bible 
because they think it is full of rules. The 
Scriptures do contain a lot of rules—rules that 
can scare people off. After all, none of us likes 
to be told what to do. We want to run our own 
lives. “I ’ve got parents and teachers telling me 
what I shouldn’t or have to do all the time,” 
you may think to yourself. “Most of the time I 
don’t like them bossing me around. Why 
would I want to read the Bible? I don’t need 
anything else telling me how I should live.”

I ’ve got good news for you. There is one 
great biblical chapter in particular that isn’t all
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“don’ts.” It isn’t even all “do’s.” It deals a lot 
more with attitudes than actions, though ac- 
tions will result from your attitudes. Youth 
Update takes a look at the Beatitudes now to 
see how they apply to today’s teens.

Blessed are the poor in spirit, 
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

W hat would it be like to be poor in 
spirit? Is being poor in spirit related to 
material poverty? Is it possible for the 

Donald Trumps of this world to understand 
this Beatitude or does Mother Teresa of Cal-
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JIM WHITMER

W hy did Je s u s  put the Beatitudes 
the w a y he did? For exam ple, 

w h y did Je s u s  start each one with 
the phrase, “Blessed a r e . . . ” ?

A.
Je s u s  w as a good public speaker.

He knew how to get people’s 
attention. If we heard a speaker 

begin by saying, “ I know how you 
can be happy. All you have to d o . . . . ” 

For Je s u s ’ listeners, receiving a 
blessing w as the sam e as learning 

the recipe for happiness.

The word that is m ost often 
translated “ blessed” in Je s u s ’ 

serm ons m ay have its source in a 
Greek word meaning the highest 
stage of happiness which can be 

experienced. By using that word, 
Je s u s  is telling his listeners from 

the very start that it’ s G o d ’s will 
they be very happy. God wants 

them  (and us) to have lives filled 
with contentm ent and joy.

cutta have one up on them here?
Jesus is not implying that Mother Teresa 

has more worth than Donald Trump. Both of 
them are God’s children. What Jesus is saying 
is how you act is more important than what you 

have. Being a part of God’s 
kingdom is important.

Being poor in spirit means 
keeping your worth in perspec- 
tive. What makes you valuable 
to God is not what crowd you 
run with or what kind of car you 
drive, but rather that you are 
God’s child. That’s good and 
something to be pleased about. 
Everyone else is God’s creation 
as well. That’s also something 
to celebrate. As far as God is 
concerned, everybody is equal.

Take a minute now to think 
of people you know whom you 
consider to be “poor in 
spirit”—people who have their 
worth in proper perspective. 
Make a list of attributes they 
possess. You might describe 
them as:

• humble,
• kind,
• forgiving,
• considerate,
• helpful.

Then consider the attributes you have that 
match up with those on your list. You may be 
surprised how many you can claim—espe-  
cially if you review your typical behavior. 
Everyone has good qualities. Recognize yours 
and then exercise and nurture them. These 
gifts will help you further understand what it 
means to be poor in spirit.

Blessed are they who m ourn, 
for they will be com torted.

It ’s good to know that comfort is coming, 
because we all have times in our lives when 
we mourn. You may lose a grandparent to 

death. You could be separated from a parent 
through divorce. You may lose touch with a 
best friend if you have to move to a new town 
during your junior year.

This Beatitude says that it’s O.K. to grieve. 
It’s natural, even. Everybody does it. Life 
seems to hand out plenty of reasons for weep- 
ing. The good news is that those who cry will 
be comforted.

How, you may ask? God, through the Holy 
Spirit, consoles us. If you quiet yourself, be- 
come still and allow for the Spirit’s presence,

that is. Many a person who has been dealt a bad 
blow by life has felt God pick him or her up 
when no human was around. God’s spirit was 
speaking.

Those who mourn also receive comfort 
from other people. Whenever someone reaches 
out to you in love, that really is God acting 
through that person. We need to remain open 
to the solace that God offers through our 
friends, family and the Church.

You can be one of those people who reach 
out and comfort the mournful.

• Send a sympathy card or a note to some- 
one who has experienced the death of a 
friend or family member.

• Smile at someone who seems lonely.
• Call a friend whose parents have separated.
• Write a letter to someone in the armed 

forces who’s stationed far from home.
In this Beatitude, Jesus is telling you that 

sadness is a part of life, but so is comfort. Just 
as you need others to comfort you when you 
are sad, you can be there for others, too.

Blessed are the m eek, 
tor they will inherit the land.

W hen we hear the word meek, the image 
of a human doormat often pops into 
our minds, a cartoon drawing of 

someone who lets others walk all over him or 
her.

Is Jesus suggesting that you have to let 
people use and abuse you? No.

One of the main biblical understandings of 
the word “meek” is patient. For some, being 
patient is about as appealing as letting people 
wipe their shoes on them. Impatient people 
like to be always in motion, on the go. Who 
wants to be slow, plodding, patient?

But be honest. Don’t you feel like you live 
too much of your life on the run? You get up at 
the last minute, hurry to school, then to track 
practice, then to Pizza Pete’s, then to work, 
then back home to watch MTV and do home- 
work, then to bed, then up at the last minute the 
next morning. You speed through life looking 
like a videotape on continuous fast-forward.

In this Beatitude, Jesus tells us that it pays 
to be patient. Slow down. Take your time.

• Look around—ahead and behind, left and 
right. Where do you find beauty or cause 
for wonder?

• Notice something new about a friend—the 
color of that friend’s eyes, for instance, or 
which hand he or she prefers to use.

• Check out the sky. What color is it today?
• Listen to a favorite album—without doing 

anything else.



• Start reading the book that’s been gather- 
ing dust by your bed for six months.

• Daydream—on purpose—for five whole 
minutes.
Take a few minutes now. Lay this Youth Up- 

date aside and slow down. Think of some areas 
where you need to be more patient. What are 
other ways in which you can slow down, make 
your life less hectic?

Maybe that’s what Jesus meant about in- 
heriting the land. It will be yours if you take 
time to slow down and become a part of it. 
Otherwise you are too rushed to notice that it’s 
yours already.

Blessed are they who hunger 
and thirst for righteousness, 

for they will be satisfied.

i t  know what it’s like to hunger and
thirst for a Whopper and a Coke,” you 
say, “but what’s it like to hunger and 

thirst for righteousness?” It’s a lot like your 
Whopper-and-Coke cravings.

Most everyone wants to do what is right. 
When you hunger and thirst for righteousness, 
you need to do right—just like you need to eat 
when you’re hungry or drink when you’re 
thirsty. Spiritual hunger and spiritual thirst 
won’t lead to the nearest drive-through, but it 
will push you into action. If this Beatitude 
catches on, you’ll find yourself wanting to:

• avoid doing drugs or abusing alcohol;
• study enough that you won’t even be 

tempted to cheat on a big test;
• show up at your after-school job early so 

no one will have to cover for you;
• pray for guidance when you’re in some 

sort of a jam.
Jesus is talking here about more than generic 

goodness. He’s saying that you’ll find your life 
richer if you really strive to do right. That’s not 
just avoiding what’s wrong. It’s really looking 
for what is the best and right way to live and 
act.

This Beatitude is one way to say that, while 
it’s important to fill the body with good food, 
it’s even more important to hunger for the right 
way of life.

Blessed are the m erciful, 
for they will be shown m ercy.

E ver been around someone who was being 
picked on? Have you ever just stood by 
when you could have helped? That 

would have been a good time to show mercy, to 
‘ intervene on that person’s behalf. You have

many chances to show kindness toward people 
who lack something you just happen to have— 
something concrete or, possibly, a talent or 
skill.

• Invite that new classmate who eats alone 
in the corner of the cafeteria to join your 
group for lunch.

• Talk to the person in your class who 
doesn’t seem to belong to any group.

• Help someone who hasn’t caught on to the 
latest chapter understand the homework 
assignment.
There are many ways to demonstrate mercy. 

Make your own list of ways you could “show 
mercy” to others.

Likewise, there will be times in your life 
when you’ll need the mercy of others. You 
might find yourself the new kid in school or in 
the neighborhood. That’s when you’ll find out 
the true meaning behind this Beatitude. Others 
will see the kind of person you are and have 
been, and will treat you the way you’ve treated 
them. They will mirror your own behavior 
back to you.

Blessed are the clean of heart, 
for they will see God.

H ave you ever had a really messy room? 
Has it been so cluttered you could not 
find something yot eally needed—like 

the other red sock?J>ometlmes hearts get that 
way—they are so cluttered with the spiritual 
equivalent of unmatched socks that it’s hard to 
find God there.

This Beatitude states that when you work 
toward housecleaning your heart, you will see 
God. Just as you find things you had forgotten 
you owned when you clean up your room, so 
too can you find God when you sweep and dust 
off your interior self. Just like keeping a room 
picked up seems like a full-time job some- 
times, so does keeping a heart cleaned up. You 
might need a to-do list.

• Get rid of hateful feelings toward the per- 
son in English class who started a nasty 
rumor about you.

• Throw out feelings of selfishness about 
letting a younger brother or sister borrow 
any of your clothes.

• Sort out whether your current feelings 
toward your boyfriend or girlfriend are 
actually love or lust.

• Dust off your Bible and read it (especially 
Matthew 5).
Spend time today planning your spiritual 

clean-up. What things would need to be put 
away? or thrown away? Do you need to just 
tidy it up, or wash it out with a fire hose? List

Q.
W hy do som e “inherit the land” 
while others get called 
“ the children of G o d ” ?
Are the Beatitudes like a will 
and testam ent, with Je s u s  
giving aw a y different things to 
different groups of people?

A.
Firs t question first.
Je s u s  w a s n ’t setting up a 
heavenly bookkeeping system  
to track who would get shares of 
stock and who would get acreage. 
Je s u s  w as using different phrases 
to express “ everything” 
or “ everything y o u ’ ll ever need 
or w a n t.” Trying to live 
in the spirit of the Beatitudes 
is not trying to seize these good 
behaviors by force, but rather 
allowing God to bless us 
as we becom e ready.

N e x t, the Beatitudes are G o d ’s 
will as expressed by Je s u s .
Th ey are part of a larger serm on in 
which Je s u s  outlines G o d ’s ideas 
about the kingdom — w hat it’s like 
and how it differs from  the 
kingdom s of the w orld. In that 
eternal w orld, everybody shares 
in everything— the land, 
the fa m ily, the whole package.
So the Beatitudes are describing 
your place in the whole scheme 
of things, your considerable piece 
of the action.



Q.
If I do one Beatitude w ell, does it 
let me off the hook for the others, 

or are they all “ required” ?

A.
Doing one well is better than 

nothing. But Je s u s  didn’ t 
set them  out in order of priority 

or sa y, “ Go for two or three, 
and that will be O . K . ” 

Je s u s  wants our happiness and 
he wants us to know that this is 

the path that leads there.
While this path is described in 

eight sentences— about m ercy, 
peace and the rest— it’s all 

one path, a total attitude 
of heart and m ind.

what you need to do to ensure that your inner 
self stays in order. Maybe that will give new 
meaning to the old cliche that “cleanliness is 
next to godliness.”

Blessed are the peacem akers, 
for they will be called children of God.

H

T O  E X T E N D  T H I S  I S S U E

Compare several translations of the Beatitudes as 
stated in Matthew 5:3-10. The one used in this Youth 
Update is taken from the New American Bible. Some 
translations read “Happy are— ”or “How happy 
are— ” rather than “Blessed are. ” The Living Bible 
refers to those who practice the message o f Jesus as 
‘fortunate. ” Choose one word that sums up your 
experience with the Beatitudes: content, joyful, glad 
or lucky, for instance. Or choose a simile for each 
Beatitude, as in “I will be as free as the great eagle in 
her mountain nest when I am able to let go of small 
and unimportant things. ”

ow can I be a peacemaker?” you 
may ask. “I’m not the President or 
a senator or even a voter who can 

help to shape the nations of the world. I’m a 
teenager.” Yes, you are—and this alone has 
probably started several battles, if not a whole 
war. Even so, you have plenty of opportunities 
to play the role of peacemaker at home, at 
school, at sports events or at work.

Being a peacemaker is not something pas- 
sive but active. You are called to put your 
selfish interests aside and help to resolve some 
conflict.

• Bring together two friends who have dis- 
agreed and help them find a way to re- 
solve—or accept—their differences.

• Refuse to join in the heckling of the other 
team’s fans at Friday night’s game.

• Avoid arguments with 
your parents—even when 
you know you’re right.

• Say “I’m sorry” to your 
younger brother or sister.

There are many other 
ways you can bring peace— 
if you put your mind (and 
heart) to it. Peacemakers 
are sorely needed in a world 
that is far from peaceful. 
Jesus realized that all true 
peace begins with peace be- 
tween individuals. That’s 
why he calls us to work hard 
as peacemakers.

Blessed are they who are persecuted 
for the sake of righteousness, 

for theirs is the kingdom  of heaven.

thrown in prison or put to death for the faith. 
And that’s what you think of when you hear the 
word “persecution.”

Perhaps the definition is too narrow.
While you might hesitate to compare the 

day-to-day trials that come from living your 
faith to those experienced by martyrs, you still 
face your share of persecution. You do, that is, 
if you stand for the things you believe in. You 
may face verbal persecution if:

• you won’t go to certain movies;
• you choose not to listen to raunchy, taste- 

less music;
• you decide to save sex for marriage;
• you do your own homework.

People have been known to make fun of 
others who act differently than they do— 
especially if they say it’s because of their 
belief in God. That type of persecution is 
real—and it hurts.

In spite of that, you’ll find you’re at peace 
with yourself when you stand up for what’s 
right. Jesus says that’s because it comes from 
knowing you are a member in good standing of 
the kingdom of God.

So you see, the Beatitudes have a lot to do 
with being a teenager—right now. They can be 
summed up as attitudes, something you can be. 
If you will be all these things—humble in 
spirit, free to grieve, patient, striving to do the 
right thing, merciful, clean of heart, a peace- 
maker and willing to stand up for what you 
believe—your goodness will “give light to the 
whole house” as Jesus promises in the same 
sermon that contains the Beatitudes.

And that’s good since we all live in that 
house—our world—together. Living these at- 
titudes results in some very real choices as you 
do the things and become the person Jesus asks 
you to be. Through the Beatitudes, Jesus tells 
you that there is a better way of living: It’s a 
life of goodness, comfort, peace and love to 
wards all people. And this way of life is not for 
adults only. ■

N E X T
Patriotism

by C harles M artin

N ot many teens ever feel persecuted for 
righteousness’ sake, right? Right! Of 
course, that may be because teens aren’t 

a very righteous bunch. Compared to some of 
the early Christians, at least, you haven’t been
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