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This morning’s Gospel is the opening sayings of the Sermon on the Mount: words of both 

comfort and challenge. The values of the domain of God are altogether different from the values 

of the world. Those who know trouble in this life will also know God close at hand, welcoming 

them home.  

5:1 When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, 

his disciples came to him. 2 Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying:  

3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the [realm] of heaven.  

4 “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.  
5 “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 
6 “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be 

filled.  

7 “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.  

8 “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 
9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 
10 “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the 

[realm] of heaven.  

11 “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds 

of evil against you falsely on my account. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great 

in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” 

1  

While preparing for today’s sermon, which means studying the scripture and also 

studying the times we live in, I came across a photograph taken at the Women’s March in 

Portland, Maine. It showed a woman warmly dressed for the winter weather, with a deep blue 

coat and bright orange cap and long black mittens. Her smiling face was largely blocked by the 

sign she carried, which proclaimed in bold letters of green and blue: “Fight Truth Decay.”  

Yes, it took me a second, as well: Fight Truth Decay.  

You could make a pretty good case that every story, every verse of the Bible, which is to 

say the living Word of God, is in some way fighting truth decay.  

Now when invoking the notion of truth decay, it is regrettably necessary to talk about 

politicians. We have seen a flagrant example of truth decay in recent days, when a prominent 

political figure asserted that another prominent political figure was not misspeaking nor 

misleading nor misdirecting, but instead was using “alternative facts.”  

Alternative is a good word, and fact is a good word, and together they make another word 

entirely. An astute librarian put a sign in front of a public library this week announcing, “We 

Have an Extensive Alternative Fact Section, formerly known as Fiction.” 
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And then there’s a pizza parlor now selling an Alternative Fact pizza, advertised as 

having 0 calories, loaded with salami and pepperoni and ham and sausage.  

More seriously, you may remember that twelve or thirteen years ago, in the New York 

Times Magazine, a reporter described a conversation with an unnamed, senior White House aide.  

The aide said that guys like me were "in what we call the reality-based 

community," which he defined as people who "believe that solutions emerge from your 

judicious study of discernible reality." ...  

"That's not the way the world really works anymore," he continued. "We're an 

empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality. And while you're studying that 

reality—judiciously, as you will—we'll act again, creating other new realities, which you 

can study too, and that's how things will sort out. We're history's actors…and you, all of 

you, will be left to just study what we do."1 

I remember the chill that shook my bones on first reading that article. In a way it was 

true: a blunt, accurate description of what those with their hands on the levers of power were 

doing. They knew the facts, knew the studies that make a persuasive case that privatization often 

results in the diminishment of services and the enrichment of the already wealthy. They knew the 

science that demonstrates how human activity is leaving the planet in far worse condition than 

we found it. They also knew that facts just don’t matter when they could create their own reality.  

2   

But the need to fight truth decay is not new to this moment in our common life. It has 

been around a long time. And you may not like to hear me say this, but I believe that reacting to 

truth decay with shock or horror or outrage or fear is playing right into the hands of those who 

would distort reality for their own benefit.  

Much better, when you perceive truth decay, to recognize it as something that has been 

around forever, the tempter we first saw in the Garden of Eden, who convinced the first gullible 

humans that they could trust something or someone other than God.  

Much better, when you perceive truth decay, to say to yourself: I have heard you before, 

my ancient foe. I have seen you before, you who would dazzle my eyes. I will resist you. I will 

rely on the poetry of grace to resist you. I will rely on the strength of the prophets to resist you. I 

will rely on the promise of heaven to resist you. Even if resisting costs me dearly, I will resist 

you, for the name of truth decay is evil.  

3  

In our faithful resistance to truth decay, we find an excellent help from the teachings of 

the Buddha, which so often bear similarity to those of Jesus. When the question rose of how a 

faithful person was to speak to another, or even how to admonish another, the Buddha proposed 

testing what you would say with five questions:  

Do I speak at the right time, or not? 

Do I speak of facts, or not? 

Do I speak gently or harshly? 

                                                 
1 Suskind, Ron (17 October 2004). "Faith, Certainty and the Presidency of George W. Bush." The New York Times 

Magazine. ISSN 0028-7822. Retrieved 2007-05-22. 
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Do I speak profitable words or not? 

Do I speak with a kindly heart, or inwardly malicious? 

Some have simplified the idea. Before speaking, ask yourself: Is it true? Is it kind? Is it 

necessary? Does it improve on silence?  

Just imagine how much power we have to improve the world God has place into our care, 

by refusing to add to it any untruth, any unkindness, any unnecessary word!  

Around about now you would be right to wonder, what on earth does this have to do with 

the Beatitudes?  

What I have come to perceive — over the years, because I can be slow on the uptake — I 

see with ever greater clarity that Jesus’ core mission of proclaiming and embodying the realm of 

heaven was a mission to push back untruth and to declare the truth of God. The truth of the 

creator who is the force of being itself, who seeks actively to reunite all living things in harmony.  

In Jesus’ day, as in our day, those who are impoverished in spirit — who are beaten down 

by the harsh vicissitudes of life, who cannot possibly lift their bruised hearts by themselves, 

whom we sometimes pass by with the thought, “there but for the grace of God go I,” who are 

more often the recipients of our charity than of our friendship — those who are impoverished in 

spirit, Jesus says, are blessed. The word in the Greek New Testament is makarioi, with a 

meaning that is close to our English “happy”: “Happy are those who are poor in spirit.”  

You see how despite our best intentions of following Christ we had fallen into the trap of 

truth decay. We had seen family, friends, neighbors, strangers who are impoverished in spirit, 

and deep inside thought: I feel sad for them, but am I ever glad I am not so badly off.  

4  

No, says Jesus: you have missed the truth! The truth is that the person with the most 

wounded spirit is the one who is first into the realm of heaven, the one who is actually closest to 

God, the one who most deeply reflects the nature and reality of God’s truth. The gateway to 

heaven is the state of being where you can no longer get by on your own. That is truth, and 

efforts to gain independent strength only take you further away from God’s presence.  

“Happy are those who mourn,” said Jesus. That may seem untrue — grief is so very hard 

— but Jesus is pushing back truth decay, because God is the first among mourners, weeping 

constantly and profusely for the harm that humans do so inhumanely, for the suffering that is the 

condition of so many of God’s children. So Jesus speaks to you whose hearts are mourning, 

because in that broken place you know the heart of God, the first to break.  

I’ve shared with some of you about a Guatemalan man, a union organizer. Many of his 

fellow workers were disappeared, or outright killed, because of their advocacy for basic rights of 

workers. He himself survived several assassination attempts. Each time he shared one of these 

stories he would end saying, “Pero es alegre”: but life is joyful. His wide smile and gentle 

manner radiated joy. I don’t know if he was a Christian, but I know he was both mourning and 

happy, and his spirit sustains me when my struggles are far less than his.  
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Delighted are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.  

It does not seem so to us — it seems instead that the transnational corporations and big 

developers are inheriting the earth. But no human property law can change the deep truth that all 

of this belongs to God, who is the creator and the breath of life itself, and God has chosen as 

inheritors those who have been stripped of power by other humans and beaten down or forced 

out. James Baldwin was one who knew this. An interviewer once posed a question: You were 

born black, poor, homosexual — don’t you feel that you started life with a triple jeopardy? On 

the contrary, replied Baldwin: I think I hit the jackpot. Yes! What looks to humanity like pathetic 

meekness or weakness is, to God, a way for the Holy One to shine!  

Thrilled are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.  

For us it seems that those who are starved for righteousness would be have ample reason 

to be entirely depressed, but that is an untrue illusion that serves only unjust human power. Jesus 

answers such truth decay with the holy solidarity of God’s own self: God enters in where there is 

emptiness or hunger or thirst. Those who are all filled up have left no space for God. This does 

not mean that suffering or deprivation is to be sought out — that’s another untruth. It means that 

God — who is love’s own self — is even at this very moment seeking to fill everyone who is 

empty.  

Elated are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.  

The lies of the world say that to practice mercy is to show weakness and be taken 

advantage of. Jesus declares a truth of God, the embodiment of forgiveness: Be merciful, even to 

those who do not deserve mercy, and you will receive what you have given away.  

Jubilant are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 

The lies of the world say that compromise is usually necessary, that it’s not possible to be 

entirely honest, that it’s a dog-eat-dog universe. But Jesus declares a truth of God, who is the 

abundance of all good: remain steadfast in compassion, and the dawn of life itself will appear 

before you.  

Overjoyed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 

The lies of the world say that a good offense is the best defense, and the reality of evil 

and sin make it necessary to arm ourselves. But Jesus declares God’s truth, that peace is the way 

to peace. Violence breeds only violence. Protective walls, whether they encircle our nation or our 

hearts, serve only to imprison us. Pope Francis is simply stating the gospel truth when he says, 

“You cannot reject refugees and call yourself a Christian.”  

Ecstatic are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the 

[realm] of heaven.  

The lies of the world say that those who follow the path of peace and love and receive 

punishment for it are now called “troublemaker” or “prisoner” or “convict.” But Jesus declares 

God’s truth, that those who have gotten in trouble for seeking the well being of people and 

creatures and the creation — they are already in heaven, that state of joyful grace that comes in 

this life and in the next.  
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Mirthful are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of 

evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in 

heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” 

The lies of the world say that if you are reviled, you’ll be unhappy. The lies of the world 

say that if you are persecuted because you have taken to heart the words and Way of Jesus 

Christ, you are only to be pitied for being delusional. But Jesus declares God’s truth: that when 

you demand wholeness for your neighbor, when you live for harmony, when you act in joy even 

in hard times, when you put your body and voice on the line for justice — well, you are in the 

best possible company.  

5  

Jesus began his Sermon on the Mount by facing the world’s “alternative facts” and 

answering them with the truth of the good news. The mighty empire is hammering out crosses: 

let them build one for every Christian! And God will take even death and vanquish it with the 

seeming powerlessness of love! 

In case this is the first sermon you have ever heard — and just in case this is the last 

sermon you will ever hear — let me say it plain and clear: God’s grace is ours for just such times 

as these. Be truthful. Be kind. Be necessary. Be utterly joyful: the realm of heaven is yours.  


