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Matthew 5:1-12 
 

 
Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 

 
Food and I have had a complicated relationship over the years. My parents tell me stories about 
the time I went on a hunger strike as a three-year-old, refusing to eat anything in response to 
upheaval in my life, as our family was moving from Indianapolis across the country and then 
around the world to begin a stint as missionaries in West Africa. Then, we finally get settled in our 
new home in Liberia, and I start eating again but can’t stomach any of the local cuisine, so I 
spend the next few years subsisting on a diet of white rice. Over time, my palate expanded, and 
I stopped reacting to stress by refusing to eat. But then a new pattern emerged…. My family 
started noticing that, of the four of us, I was the one whose disposition could turn on a dime from 
sweet (or at least tolerable) to a really unpleasant terror. They then discovered the solution to my 
sudden bouts of crankiness…. food. So, my family adapted and started carrying snacks with us 
wherever we went, for the sake of everyone’s well-being. Turns out I was the classic example of 
“hangry” before that was a thing. 
 
Today’s beatitude positions God’s blessing with hunger. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst 
for righteousness, for they will be filled. That’s how this beatitude reads in the New Revised 
Standard Version of the Bible, the version we have as our pew Bibles. This morning, you heard it 
read from the New Living Translation, which puts it this way: God blesses those who hunger and 
thirst for justice, for they will be satisfied. This is one of the beatitudes that also shows up in Luke’s 
gospel. There it reads: Blessed are you are hungry now, for you will be filled. Three different ways 
of putting it, but they all say something about blessing those who are hungry. I don’t know about 
you, but I’ve never felt that hunger was much of a blessing. As we’ve seen with each beatitude, 
though, Jesus is in the business of proclaiming the unexpected, the surprising, perhaps even the 
questionable, so of course he names something that definitely does not feel like a blessing — in 
this case hunger — and says those experiencing it are the blessed ones. I was listening to a 
podcast this week called “Working Preacher”, and, when discussing the text, one of the 
commenters suggested that the word “blessed” doesn’t quite convey the meaning. He 
suggested a better word might be “enviable.” So, enviable are those who hunger and thirst? 
Nope. That one’s still hard to stomach. It seems like, if anything, it should say enviable are the 
ones with full bellies, already filled and satisfied. 
 
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. Here in 
Matthew’s gospel, this is a longer beatitude than as it appears in Luke’s gospel, which simply 
says, “Blessed are you who are hungry now….” Biblical historians believe Luke’s gospel is closer to 
the originally recorded saying of Jesus, and that Matthew deliberately expands it in his gospel to 



say, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness…” Since this gospel writer 
thought it important to add some language about what the blessed ones are hungering and 
thirsting for, it probably behooves us to wrestle with those words for a bit. 
 
Righteousness. If there’s ever a misunderstood word in the gospels, this is it. When we hear that 
word through our twenty-first century ears, we tend to think of righteousness as holiness or 
personal piety. Maybe even as do-gooders or, perhaps less-flattering, obsessive rule-followers. 
But the righteousness referred to here has less to do with personal holiness and much more to do 
with working for the societal and communal rightness that is found in the kingdom of God. 
There’s a reason the New Living Translation — the version of scripture we heard read aloud this 
morning — chooses the word “justice” instead of “righteousness”. In our modern context, justice 
is a much closer translation. 
 
When I was studying this beatitude this week, I was reminded about just how much power the 
translators of the Bible have. It’s easy to forget that the work of translation is full of choices. 
There’s no “perfect” translation from one language to another, so those doing the work are 
always making choices about how to best convey the meaning of the words in a different 
language. Here we have an example of one such choice made — righteousness or justice? I 
find it interesting that this same Greek word that shows up here as “righteousness” in so many of 
our translations of the beatitudes is also found in another, well-known Greek text: Plato’s 
Republic. I had to read Plato’s Republic in one of my undergrad poli-sci courses, and I don’t 
remember all the details but I definitely don’t recall it being about “righteousness.” No, that work 
was all about justice. The same word…. translated in our scriptures as righteousness, but when 
Plato uses it, we readily accept that it really means justice. 
 
Why does all this matter? It matters because it’s all too easy to soften this beatitude as merely a 
commentary on individual, spiritual matters — what we tend to think of as “righteousness” that 
only involves ourselves. And when we do that, we miss the bigger picture. This beatitude is 
spiritual and personal. But it’s also social. I appreciate how the Catholic theologian and priest 
John Dear puts it: 
 
“Righteousness is not just the private practice of doing good; it sums up the global responsibility 
of the human community to make sure every human being has what they need, that everyone 
pursues a fair sense of justice for every other human being, and that everyone lives in right 
relationship with one another, creation, and God.”1 
 
It’s about pursuing a fair sense of justice for every other human being. Jesus is telling us 
something about this new kingdom — that in God’s kingdom the ones who are blessed are 
those with a deep desire for justice. Friends, that’s hard to hear, because here in the Church — 
this place we like to think of as the epicenter of God’s kingdom — here, we’re not so good with 
justice.  
 

                                                 
1 John Dear, The Beatitudes of Peace: Meditations on the Beatitudes, Peacemaking and the Spiritual Life 
(Twenty-Third Publications: 2016), 61-62, 66, 69. 



You see, we in the Church do pretty well with compassion, but justice pushes us beyond our 
comfort zone. What do I mean by that? Let’s take hunger as an example (seems appropriate for 
this beatitude). We do a pretty good job of feeding hungry people. We fill the food pantries at 
Boulevard Place and Fletcher Place, we serve meals for Soup’s On at Robert’s Park, we cook 
dinner for our neighbors who stay here during Family Promise week…. I would venture to say we 
like feeding hungry people, and those are beautiful ministries of compassion. I’m so thankful we 
do that work.  
 
But justice, however, would require us to ask the hard questions about why people are hungry in 
the first place, to ask why people are going without food when there’s no shortage of food in 
this country, to ask why we’re OK with a society that’s set up in such a way that it allows nearly 
one-fifth of our neighbors to experience food insecurity and depend on the compassion of folks 
like us. Justice asks us to go beyond feeding our hungry neighbors to challenge the social, 
economic, and political systems that created the hunger in the first place. That kind of work 
makes us very uncomfortable. 
 
Let’s check in with our beatitude again: Blessed — or enviable — are those who hunger and 
thirst for righteousness — for justice — for they will be filled. We should note that Jesus doesn’t 
say, “Blessed are those who are righteous.” Rather, he says the blessing lies with those are hungry 
for righteousness. It’s not a blessing for those who already have it all figured out. It’s a blessing for 
those who long for something different.  
 
What would it mean for us to long for righteousness, to long for justice the same way we long for 
burger when our stomachs are loudly growling? Or to want justice as badly as we want a tall 
glass of water after going for a run on a hot day? What would it look for us to seek out this right 
way of being in the world as if our bodies depended on it, as if it were a matter of life and death 
(which it is)? 
 
I suspect it means we can’t just rest comfortably with simply talking about or studying justice, 
maybe even throwing some token support toward efforts for justice when it’s convenient and 
easy. This beatitude suggests that God’s kingdom blessing is found when we refuse to slake our 
thirst with anything less the rich cup of righteousness Christ is offering, when we recognize how 
often we’re tempted with the spiritual equivalent of empty calories instead of searching out the 
nourishment of God’s justice.  
 
It suggests that the blessing of God’s kingdom is found when we experience a mouth-watering 
desire for justice that insists on getting deeply involved in the struggle against the many injustices 
in our world.  
 
It suggests that the blessing of God’s kingdom is found when we befriend the victims of systemic 
injustice, when we listen to their stories and believe them, when we let their pain break our hearts 
— and then when we join them in the movements to end injustice, by giving our time and 
energy, even our resources and money. 
 
This blessing is found not in perfect righteousness but in the struggle for justice itself. 
 



It begs the questions, though…. will those who hunger and thirst for righteousness really be filled? 
This past Thursday evening, I attended a lecture sponsored by the IU Lilly School of Philanthropy. 
The speaker was Edgar Villanueva, a philanthropist best known for his work on decolonizing 
wealth. One of the things he said that evening stuck with me. He remarked, “It’s hard to imagine 
justice… because we have never seen it.” That’s the challenge of this beatitude. Jesus says it’s 
those who hunger and thirst for righteousness who are blessed, but this kind of hunger and thirst 
requires sacred creativity, as it is a longing for something that we haven’t really seen yet. 
 
Friends, I don’t know about you, but sometimes I find myself getting hangry again. The pangs of 
this hunger are very real. I’m hungry for righteousness, for justice, in our community, in our 
country, and in our United Methodist Church. It’s easy to see the injustices all around us, to long 
for something better, but it’s hard to imagine what all this would actually look like when God’s 
vision of justice reigns. And sometimes…. It seems like that day will never come. 
 
But then I’m reminded through the words of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.: “The arc of the 
moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” It may take a long time, but God is on the 
side of justice. God is always working for good in this world and inviting us into this new thing. We 
may grow weary, but God never does. And those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be 
filled. 
 
Friends, that is Good News indeed. Thanks be to God! 


