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Beatific Righteousness for All the Saints

A while back, researchers for the World Almanac and 
Book of Facts asked 2000 American eighth-grade 
students to name prominent people they admired and 
wanted to be like. Those most frequently mentioned 
by many of the teens as their heroes were celebrities 
and movie stars such Brad Pitt, Angelina Jolie, and 
others. Commenting on this, columnist Sidney J. 
Harris lamented the fact that every one of the 30 
prominent personalities who were named was either an
entertainer or an athlete. He noted that statesmen, 
authors, painters, musicians, architects, doctors, and 
astronauts failed to capture the imagination of those 
students. He further suggested that the heroes and 
heroines created by our society are people who have 
made it big. They are not necessarily people who have 
done big, truly heroic things. This is contrary to what 
it was in the ancient world of heroes and heroines.

Post-modernity has even rejected the classical model 
of hero. The current view is not someone who does 
some big or even right thing. It is someone who 
rebelliously advocates a standard contrary to God’s 

Word. In a recent Barna survey, 39% of 18-24-year 
old millennials identified with the LBGTQ view of 
morality. According to Jesus’ standard, such an 
understanding of what is right is wrong. What we face
in our culture is a completely perverted view of right 
and wrong. Wrong has become right. I’m reminded of 
what Ted Koppel years ago once said on ABC’s 
Nightline. He remarked, “We have actually convinced 
ourselves that slogans will save us. 'Shoot up if you 
must, but use a clean needle.' or, 'Enjoy sex whenever 
and with whomever you wish, but protect yourself.' 
No! The answer is no! Not because it isn't cool or 
smart or because you might wind up in jail or dying 
[from a sexually transmitted disease] . . . but because 
it's wrong!” Tragically, what is truly righteous as 
expressed in the Beatitudes and the Sermon on the 
Mount is viewed as wrong in our culture. It was no 
different, however, in Jesus’ day. Both the Roman 
Empire and the Pharisees had a perverted 
understanding of righteousness. 

Today in the Octave of All Saints Day, we meet a 
dramatic contrast with the ancient and postmodern 
views of hero. It’s the difference in the way God 
defines His heroes as saints. This meaning is 
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expressed in the Gospel reading for All Saints Day, 
the Beatitudes. They are altogether different from 
doing the big thing. The heroic in the Christian view 
does the right thing no matter what. These right 
things are defined by Jesus Christ in the Sermon on 
the Mount starting with the Beatitudes.

In General, the Beatitudes apply to all Christians. To 
receive Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior means 
becoming a saint living the life of beatific 
righteousness. In this sense, the New Testament 
speaks of every baptized believer as a saint. St. Paul, 
for example, refers to the Corinthian Church as holy, 
saints, even though we know there were many sinful 
problems in that body of believers. Nevertheless, 
sainthood in this general sense does not mean sinless 
perfection. It points to who we are in Christ. The 
standard of their example for us is the extent to, and
the ways in which, by the grace of God they modeled 
the beatific righteousness of Jesus Christ for all 
saints.

There are also specific believers recognized as saints 
in the history of the Church. From the apostles to 
other notable followers of Christ, they are believers 

who exemplify in greater measure the Beatitudes. 
They walk so closely with Christ they indeed become 
martyrs, hunger for righteousness with exemplary 
holy lives, experience seeing God in the beatific vision,
and even die the death of a martyr. These saints have 
holy days ascribed to them in the Church Calendar. 
They are part of the fullness of keeping the Church 
year. As one of my Sunday School teachers would 
often look at us and say, “Any of you can be a saint.”

Whether in general or in particular, all the saints of 
God to a greater or lesser degree become examples to
be followed. They are our heroes, whether Christians 
in our families who have gone to be with the Lord, or 
famous saints in the history of the Church. Hence, the
Beatitudes are read on All Saints Day for all saints. 
They are the standard for sainthood. They offer a 
model of beatific righteousness in three ways. 

First, beatific righteousness of the Beatitudes 
presents a true standard of holiness. In Jesus’ sermon
He distinguishes His introductory Beatitudes from 
the righteousness of the Pharisees. He says in the 
opening section of the sermon, “Except your 
righteousness shall exceed that of the scribes and 
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Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter the kingdom of 
heaven” (Matthew 5:20). Jesus intentionally drew 
attention to the contrast between His saintly 
standard of beatific righteousness and that of the 
Pharisees. Their rule of righteousness was 
insufficient.

Ironically, the Pharisees’ model of righteousness was 
not the Ten Commandments. Jesus noted throughout 
His entire ministry how the Pharisees broke the Law 
of God in the name of keeping it. How did they do 
this? They substituted the ceremonial law for 
obedience to the Ten Commandments. Furthermore, 
the ceremonial laws allowed the Pharisees to propose 
only a superficial way of being righteous that was not 
truly righteous. This is why Jesus clarifies that He 
was not opposed to the Ten Commandments by 
offering the true way God intends to keep them. He 
says, “I came not to abolish the law and the prophets 
but to fulfill them. Every jot and tittle of the law 
would not pass away until heaven and earth passed 
away” (Matthew 5:17-19). According to this 
statement, the righteousness of Christ does not 
remove the moral standard of the Ten 
Commandments. Moreover, His righteousness fulfills 

the ethics of the Ten Commandments in ways they had
never before been kept. The Greek word for fulfill 
means, “to bring to fullest expression.” How did He 
teach the Ten Commandments in a fuller sense than 
the Pharisees? This brings me to a second point.

Second, the beatific righteousness of the Sermon on 
the Mount specifies an incarnational view of the 
morality of the Law of God. The Beatitudes and the 
Sermon on the Mount encompass attitude, the heart, 
as well as action. Jesus speaks of beatific 
righteousness as being incarnated, interior application
in the life of a believer. This is why Christ contrasts 
superficial, exterior compliance with the Ten 
Commandments. Jesus teaches that anger and lust for
example are sins just as much as acting out on them. 

Jesus furthermore reminds His disciples that the Ten
Commandments themselves call for their morality to 
be incarnated in the life of a believer. Moses had 
summarized keeping the Law in the great Shema of 
Israel as, “loving the Lord your God with your whole 
heart, soul and mind.” He concluded, “And these 
words, which I command thee this day, shall be in thy 
heart” (Deuteronomy 6:4-7). Like Moses, actually the 
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fulfillment of Moses, Jesus stood on a mountain to 
give His Sermon on the Mount. He was the new Moses.
He did nothing less than call the people of God to the 
way in which the Ten Commandments were to be in 
their heart. The Beatitudes reveal the way of keeping 
the Law of God in love of God with the whole heart. 
St. Bernard of Clairvaux so influential among the 
Reformers of the 16th century once commented, “How 
good and pleasant it is to dwell in the Heart of Jesus! 
Who is there who does not love a heart so wounded? 
Who can refuse a return of love [by love] to a Heart 
so loving? Amen.” St. Catherine of Sienna observed, 
“Everything comes from love, all is ordained for the 
salvation of man, God does nothing without this goal in
mind . . . You are rewarded not according to your work 
or your time but according to the measure of your 
love.” Therefore, truly keeping the Law of God is 
summarized by Moses and Jesus as loving the Lord 
God with your whole heart. Starting with the 
Beatitudes, Jesus thus speaks of the interior life of 
law incarnated in life in the Sermon on the Mount.

The very first Beatitude exemplifies this interior 
approach to beatific righteousness. He says, “blessed 
are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven” (Matthew 5:3). To understand this beatitude, 
we have to recover the correct Biblical view of 
poverty. There were two kinds of poverty in the Old 
Testament. One was due to laziness and an 
unwillingness to work when able to do so. This kind of 
poverty was not considered righteous. The other kind 
of poverty was a righteousness that resulted in loss 
of possessions and position. These are people, who are
willing to work but who were dispossessed of 
property, position, and possessions due to 
circumstances out of their control or even for living a 
righteous life. The law of God actually provided for 
this kind of poor person with what are called gleaning 
laws. Israelites who owned land were to leave the 
corners of the field unharvested for the righteous 
poor to have a means to provide for themselves. The 
righteous poor person was willing to work. 

In the Old Testament, an example is Ruth and Naomi. 
Naomi was a Jew who was married to a Jew. The 
couple had fled famine in the land of Israel. They had 
two sons, who had married Gentiles. One of them was 
a Moabitess name Ruth. All of the husbands died. One 
daughter chose to remain in Moab. Ruth followed 
Naomi back to the land of Israel. She had become a 
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true believer. She was willing to follow Naomi as well 
as her mother-in-law’s God. This meant giving up one 
kingdom to enter another kingdom, the Kingdom of 
God in Israel. This required the essence of the first 
beatitude, becoming poor in spirit.

In Israel, Naomi and Ruth approached a man named 
Boaz to glean his field. They did what the poor and 
poor and spirit do. They did not think they were 
entitled to handouts. They were willing to work though
poor. They had nothing. They were willing to go to the 
corners of the field. Gleaning the corners of a field 
required humility. It meant starting at the edge of 
life in the covenant with no demands or expectations 
other than to live in faith and obedience to God 
working out one’s salvation in fear and trembling. This 
is the background to Jesus’ statement, “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit.” Just as pride is the doorway to all 
sin, humility is the entrance to beatific, incarnated 
righteousness. As St. Dominic said, “Arm yourself with
prayer rather than a sword; wear humility rather than
fine clothes.” And thus, Jesus begins His exposition of
the heart of Beatific righteousness with the virtue of
humility. Without it, not can cross the threshold of 
heaven. This is why he adds as the second half of the 

first beatitude, “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” 
(5:3). Every true saint must have be willing to start at
the corner of the field of the kingdom with Holy 
Baptism in faith in Jesus Christ. It does not end at 
baptism. Everything and every position in the Church 
is to be characterized by humility. 

We’ve seen it today even in the service of installing a 
bishop as ordinary of the diocese. The word ordinary 
comes from the word ordinal meaning first. Yet Jesus 
says the first shall be last. In this service of 
installation, we’ve seen how the bishop must ask and 
be granted permission to enter. The principle of 
humility and being least does not stop there. The 
bishop is the last always in the procession. Humility is 
the prerequisite for entering and living as a saint of 
God. As Dallas Willard says in his classic writing, The 
Divine Conspiracy, no one can submit to Jesus Christ, 
receive and take Him as Lord and Savior, unless he is 
willing to give up being lord of his own kingdom. St. 
Bonaventure once noted, “When we pray, the voice of 
the heart must be heard more than that proceeding 
from the mouth . . . In all your deeds and words you 
should look upon this Jesus as your model. Do so 
whether you are walking or keeping silence, or 
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speaking, whether you are alone or with others . . . If 
you learn everything except Christ, you learn nothing. 
If you learn nothing except Christ, you learn 
everything.” This takes me to a final point about the 
beatific righteousness of all the saints.

Third, the primary model of incarnated beatific 
righteousness is the Incarnation of Jesus Christ. For 
one, He is the only One who is and ever has been the 
complete embodiment of Beatitudes. Consider the 
first beatitude again, being poor in spirit to humble 
oneself to start at the corners of the field. Jesus was
born in Bethlehem at a stable. He was not born in the 
Temple and certainly not in the greatest city in the 
world at the time, Rome. He began His life in the 
corner of the field of Israel. Even after His birth, He
was raised in Galilee at the edge of Israel. His entire 
Incarnation is described as humbling Himself. He was 
the walking beatitude of being poor in spirit.

For another, Jesus Christ was the only Person ever 
truly able to keep the beatitudes. As St. Benedict 
once observed, “No one should follow what he 
considers to be good for himself, but rather what 
seems good for another. Let them put Christ before 

all else; and may he lead us all to everlasting life.” It’s 
impossible to live the Beatitudes out of one’s own 
strength. The good news though is that by accepting 
Him into our hearts by faith He comes to live in us and
we in Him. As St. Paul says, “it’s no longer I who live 
but Christ who lives in me.” When Christ lives His life 
in and through us we’ll enter the way of grace to live 
the beatitudes. This is why we read the beatitudes on 
All Saints Day. It’s Christ’s righteousness for all of us
in us all. 

The true heroes according to Jesus Christ are those 
willing forsake their own kingdoms, trying to be lords 
of their petty realms, to enter the kingdom of heaven.
In the world, might makes right. In the kingdom of 
God, right makes the true difference forever. Those 
saints who have gone before model in some way the 
beatitudes for us. They have left godly impression on 
the world through the righteousness of God. Not 
necessarily because they were rich or famous but 
because they lived beatific righteousness. They are 
our true examples. We honor them by following in 
“their train,” as one great hymn says. As St. Anselm 
wrote, “No one will have any other desire in heaven 
than what God wills; and the desire of one, will be the 
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desire of all; and [then] the desire of all and of each 
one will also be the desire of God.” To paraphrase the 
words of Ruth following blessed Naomi, “May the God 
of all the saints be our God.” Amen.
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