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Poem: To Begin With, the Sweet Grass (excerpt) 
Mary Oliver 
 
Someday I am going to ask my friend Paulus, 
the dancer, the potter, 
to make me a begging bowl 
which I believe  
my soul needs. 
 
And if I come to you, 
to the door of your comfortable house 
with unwashed clothes and unclean fingernails, 
will you put something in it? 
 
I would like to take this chance. 
I would like to give you this chance. 
© 2009 Mary Oliver, Beacon Press 
 

Reflection 
The text of Matthew chapters five to eight, the ‘Sermon on the Mount’, is often described as 
the heart of Jesus’ teaching. In Matthew’s gospel it is also recorded as the first of his 
teachings. After four chapters detailing a miraculous conception, the dramatic events 
surrounding his birth and a baptism affirmed by the heavens, Jesus is ready to begin his 
public ministry. Here at the beginning of chapter five, Jesus goes up to the mountain and sits 
down, and his disciples come to him. The stage is set. This enigmatic new teacher could say 
anything. What is going to be the essence of his teaching? What will he choose as his 
opening gambit? 

Jesus chooses to speak first about blessedness; about who is blessed: 

Blessed are the poor in spirit. Blessed are those who are grieving. Blessed are those who 
are humble, those who hunger and thirst for justice, those who show mercy, those whose 
hearts are pure, those who work for peace, those who are mocked or persecuted for doing 
right.  

A series of paradoxical and disorienting statements about where ‘blessedness’ is to be 
found.  



And what exactly is blessedness? It is sometimes translated as ‘happy’, but I understand the 
Greek word here implies something much deeper than surface-level happiness; it’s more like 
being ‘deeply contented, flourishing, fully alive’.  

To state the obvious, to be meek or in a state of poverty of spirit, to mourn or be mocked or 
persecuted… doesn’t feel like flourishing. It just feels painful, or unjust, or weak. More like 
losing at life than being fully alive. This is what is supposed to make us deeply contented? 
When we’re supposed to rejoice and be glad? Really?  

There is a second part to each Beatitude, of course; a series of promises that these states of 
vulnerability and dependence will be resolved, fulfilled, compensated for at some future time: 
those who mourn will be comforted; the merciful will receive mercy; those who hunger and 
thirst for righteousness will be filled. Some of them even sound like rewards: the meek will 
inherit the earth; the peacemakers will be called children of God.  

On the surface it sounds like we are to endure and even rejoice in these states because of 
some future antidote. We are meant to be comforted because any current suffering will be 
eclipsed by a future paradise. 

I don’t know about you but to me this doesn’t sit quite right.  It just doesn’t seem consistent 
with the Jesus of the gospels, who is about a radically subversive and counter-cultural way 
of living now.  

Perhaps like some of you, I was raised in a faith environment with a strong focus on the 
future. Faith was largely about holding steadfastly to a belief and hope in a future ‘kingdom 
of God’ and being the kind of person who would be found worthy to enter it. I vividly 
remember in my 30s starting to awaken to the power and attraction of a gospel that is 
actually about a real and counter-cultural way of living now: ‘The kingdom of God is among 
you’, and even ‘The kingdom of God is within you’. In that light, surely Jesus here is pointing 
to something deeper than just deferred bliss. 

In his poem on the Beatitudes, Malcolm Guite suggests that these statements of Jesus are 
like a lifting of the veil. His poem begins like this:  

We bless you, who have spelt your blessings out, 
And set this lovely lantern on a hill 
Lightening darkness and dispelling doubt 
By lifting for a little while the veil. 

‘Beatitudes’, © Malcolm Guite 
 
This image suggests that in these paradoxical statements, Jesus is offering a glimpse of a 
subversive hidden reality; not just a future reality, but a current reality that is hidden from 
view. Pulling back the curtain so we can see more clearly how things actually are.  

On this view, Jesus is saying: look at these people, these situations… this is where 
blessedness is to be found, in unexpected places. When you encounter the humble, the 
meek, the merciful, the peacemakers, the pure in heart, those who are grieving - and when 
you encounter these places in yourself – this is where the action is, this what is truly 
significant.  

You are in the place of true life when you’re at the end of yourself. You are in the place of 
true life when you are vulnerable, when you know your own dependence and your own 



need. You are in the place of true life when you’re content with just who you are, no more, 
no less1. You are in the place of true life when you care about others, and when you take a 
stand for what is right, even if you’re mocked for it. 

And if we look deeply and honestly within ourselves and our own experience, don’t we 
know this to be true? When we come to the end of ourselves and accept our vulnerability 
and our dependence, isn’t there something deeply right about that? In our poverty of spirit, 
don’t we occasionally catch just a glimmer of a holy beauty, a humility that seems right? 
When we meet another at the end of themselves and recognise our shared humanity and 
vulnerability, isn’t there a sense of rightness and wholeness then too? And doesn’t that open 
the door to real connection? A form of blessedness. 

This is not to glamourise suffering. None of us want to go there, and we resist it. I resist it. I 
prefer to think of myself as competent, self-sufficient, invulnerable. But when life takes me 
there, and when I face it rather than distract from it or deny it, I do find unexpected blessing. 
Owning my need and vulnerability somehow allows right relation with Reality. Like Mary 
Oliver, I’ve come to believe that my soul needs a begging bowl. 

And when I look back on times when I’ve encountered the end of myself, through painful life 
events or physical incapacity or my own failure, I can very clearly see that those times have 
made me more compassionate, more patient, more open to receiving love, more motivated 
to seek genuine connection and reconciliation with others, more drawn to others in situations 
of vulnerability, and more willing and able to stand in solidarity with them.  

And there it is - fullness of life, as Jesus defines it. True life revealed. The veil lifted.  

What kind of light is this? This is the kind of light it is – this is Christ’s light made visible, in us 
and through us. This is what Christ’s light looks like when lived. 

I wonder where you notice the kind of humility and dependence Jesus talks about in the 
Beatitudes? Where do you sense a ‘lifting of the veil’, perhaps in unexpected places? In 
yourself? In people around you? In the wider world? I wonder if you sense any hidden 
blessedness in those places? 

Musica divina  
In a moment I’d like to invite us into a time of reflection where we might consider some of 
these questions while we listen to a piece of music. We could think of this as ‘Musica Divina’ 
– sacred listening; a contemplative practice in which we listen deeply to some music, 
allowing it to open our mind and heart to divine presence. 

The piece is called Sim Shalom – ‘grant peace’ – by Israeli-born Australian singer/songwriter 
Lior and the Australian composer Nigel Westlake. It’s part of a song cycle called 
‘Compassion’ which is based on a collection of ancient Hebrew and Arabic texts from 
Judaism and Islam, on the common theme of human compassion and kindness. 
Collaboration on this project began when Nigel Westlake heard Lior perform at a concert 
commemorating the one year anniversary of the death of Westlake’s adult son, Eli. Since 
Eli’s death, Nigel Westlake had been unable to compose, and it was the Hebrew hymn of 
compassion sung by Lior that night that re-awakened his desire to write music, and they 

                                            
1 Matt 5:5, The Message, Eugene Peterson 



began the ‘Compassion’ project together. So the collaborative creativity and beauty of this 
music arose from a place of deep personal grief. 

The invitation is to listen to the music with ‘the ear of your heart’, and to notice what stirs in 
you as you listen. You may notice images or sensations; emotions or memories. Perhaps 
you will hear echoes of humility, meekness, grief or purity of heart in the music. You might 
sense an invitation or a response that you would like to make. Just allow yourself to be 
present to the music and what is happening within you as you listen. Listen with the ear of 
your heart. 

 

Music:  ‘Sim Shalom’, from Compassion, by Lior & Nigel Westlake  Spotify link 

 


