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Almighty God,
you have knit together your elect
in one communion and fellowship
in the mystical body of your Son Christ our Lord:
grant us grace so to follow the blessed saints
in all virtuous and godly living
that we come to those inexpressible joys
that you have prepared for those who love you.

Today, in the second of four sermons on exploring the qualities inherent in of
someone trying to live a Christian life, I have three texts from chapter five of the
gospel according to St Matthew:
‘Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth’. (v5)
‘Blessed are the merciful for they will receive mercy’. (v7)
‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God’. (v8)

Last week, we started to consider the virtues that the saints evince as heroes of
the faith, qualities that we all, as potential saints, can strive to emulate. The first
idea we considered was the notion of blessed are the poor in spirit: the notion
that saints are people free from spiritual pride, people who aware of their utter
and total dependence on God for who they are and in what they are called to do.
Today, we move on to consider the meek, the merciful and the pure in heart.
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If I were to ask you now if you wanted to be thought of as meek, your answer is
likely to be . . . No. Why no ? Because no one wants to be thought of as meek for
in English in the C21, meek is not a word that gives us street cred! The meek are
seen as milk-sops – weak – feeble – likely to be down-trodden - doormats. No,
much better to be thought of as tough. But actually,  (‘praus’) the original
Greek word which the King James Bible translates as meek is in fact an Aristotelian
virtue, the middle way between two extremes of character: on the one hand
between being overaggressive, angry, having a temper out-of-control; on the
other hand, being without the energy to react appropriately and positively in the
face of wrong-doing and injustice by standing up for what is right. So far from
being weak and feeble, the meek are those who know just how and when to react
with energy sufficient for the occasion. I wish I were meek !

There is no such problem with merciful.

Merciful is a good word.

In ‘The

Merchant of Venice’, in the well-known speech, ‘The quality of mercy is not
strained’, Portia tries to appeal to Shylock’s humanity by encouraging him to show
mercy. But Shylock is deaf to her appeal, wanting only revenge on the Antonio,
the Merchant of Venice, the man who has abused him simply for being a Jew and
for having to earn a living as a money-lender.
(‘eleeo’).

The Greek for mercy is 

It suggests the idea of showing compassion by excusing a fault, a

wrong. It is about forgiving someone who is sorry for what they have done. It is
to accept an apology and to move on. It is the principle that is enshrined in the
Lord’s Prayer – ‘forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass
against us’. It is to reflect one of the characteristics of God – the quality of mercy.
The key to understanding what it means to be merciful is the word compassion.
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Compassion means to be alongside someone; to feel for and with them; to know
how they are feeling; to stand in their shoes and to see how they see the world. If
we can sympathise with someone, we are much more likely to be able to show
them mercy. We all stand in need of God’s mercy so we in turn we should be
merciful.

And so we come to the pure in heart. Purity is a beautiful word but sadly few of
us would claim to be pure. The link between being clean and being holy is neatly
expressed in the proverb, ‘Cleanliness is next to Godliness’.

Judaism in which

Christianity is rooted is preoccupied with the need for purity. Kosher food law is
based on the principle of eating only undefiled food and of avoiding that which is
impure: our inner purity is thereby preserved by not being compromised by
contact with that which is impure. It is a characteristic of some Christian sects
who believe that they and they alone are the elect and for fear of being tainted will
have little to do with us who practise imperfect forms of Christianity. The Greek
word for purity is  (‘katharos’) and can be used to describe the purity of
wine or milk free from added water or metal like gold free from alloys. For a
Christian, a heart that is pure is a heart whose motives are uncompromised by
base motives. We may be seen to be doing the right thing but is the underlying
reason for what we do the desire to do what is right or to be seen doing it ?

Today, then we have seen three more qualities of sainthood: to be meek, to be
merciful and to be pure in heart. Not easy to express anger appropriately, not
easy to sympathise and then to excuse; not easy to purify our motives. But to be
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a Christian, in the full sense of the word, is to work towards acquiring such habits
of perfection. May we try to do so.

I have spoken in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,
Amen.
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