
Righteous & Righteousness

Matthew 5

The words “righteousness” and “righteous” occur hundreds of times in the English translations

of the Old and New Testaments. Two of those times are in our reading from Matthew today.

Sometimes they refer to God’s character and passion: God is righteous and passionate about

righteousness. Sometimes they refer back to a human virtue: the righteous will flourish and the

wicked shall wither.

In his book Speaking Christian Marcus Borg writes: “When I have asked Christian audiences

about their associations when they heard the word righteous, some or the terms they used were:

holier-than-thou, judgmental, condemnatory, hypocritical, priggish, legalistic, moralistic, full of

themselves, pompous, and arrogant. 

But in the Bible, righteousness and righteous are positive words. They are associated with

doing “what is right.” “What does the Lord require of you but to seek justice, love kindness and walk

humbly with your God” is how Micah puts it. Further, God is passionate that we do “what is right.”

Righteous people are those who do what is right.

Sometimes the words are used to refer to individuals, and thus to individual virtue and

behaviour. Noah is called “a righteous man” and that is why he and his family are saved from the

great flood. Abraham bargains with God about destroying the city of Sodom. If Abraham can find fifty

righteous people, fifty individuals who do “what is right,” will God spare the city (Gen. 18:24)?

Barbara Brown Taylor in her book Speaking of Sin talks about a telephone call she received

from a man she went to college with. She writes: We had not spoken in twenty years but somehow

he heard that I had become an Episcopal priest and he wanted some advice. His best friends, who

were also Episcopal, had just had a baby. They wanted him to stand with them at the boy’s baptism
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and become their child’s god-father but as a Jew he wondered if he could.

“We had never spoken of such things in college. I was barely Christian then and barely aware

of his Jewishness. Twenty years later, our conversation was so warm that I was sorry we had lost

track of one another. We talked about faith and barriers to faith. We talked about the similarities

between our religions and the things that made them different. He said that he had some thinking to

do before he decided about the baptism. Then he thanked me for talking to him. “I can tell that you

are a righteous person,” he said, and hung up.

“It was the most unusual compliment I had ever received. As a Christian, I had never heard

the word ‘righteous’ used positively in an ordinary conversation. All of my associations were negative,

based on the derision with which I had heard “self-righteousness” and “works-righteousness” so often

spoken. Wasn’t righteousness what people relied on when they did not have faith? Clearly my long

lost college classmate knew the word from another context, which allowed him to use it in another

way.” (p. 97-98)

In Psalm and Proverbs the “righteous” and the “wicked”— those who do what is right and

those who do the opposite—are often contrasted. In Proverbs especially, the righteous are promised

rewards: they will prosper while the books of Job and Ecclesiastes challenge this claim. Sometimes

the righteous suffer and the wicked prosper. Doing “what is right” does not guarantee a nice

comfortable life. (The prosperity gospel is wrong.)

There is another primary meaning of the words commonly translated into English as

righteousness and righteous. The meaning is social and political, not just individual. It refers to the

way a society is put together—its political and economic struggle, its distribution of power and wealth

and their effects on society from the microcosm of the family to the macrocosm of nations and

empires.
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In that context, “righteousness” would be better translated “justice.” Righteousness and justice

are so closely related in the Bible that they are often synonyms. Remember the words from Amos

that were spoken two centuries after the establishment of a monarchy and aristocracy in Israel? The

domination system that Israel’s ancestors had known in Egypt now were operating within Israel itself.

The rich and powerful had created a social system that benefited themselves and created a huge gulf

between rich and poor, powerful and powerless:

“I hate, I despise your festivals,

and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies.

Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings,

I will not accept them;

and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals

I will not look upon.

Take away from me the noise of your songs;

I will not listen to the melody of your harps.

But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever flowing stream. (5:21-24)”

Did you notice the last line? What God wants, what God is passionate about is justice and

righteousness. It exhibits a feature of biblical language called synonymous parallelism, where a

second line repeats in a slightly different way what the first line says. “Let justice roll down like

waters” and “righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” are synonymous phrases. Justice and

righteousness are not two different things, but the same thing. Justice is righteousness and

righteousness is justice. This is an important concept.

In our reading from Matthew today, in the NRSV and most modern English translations, the

word righteousness is used. But what if we substituted “justice” for “righteousness”?
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Blessed are those hunger and thirst for righteousness for they will be filled, becomes

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for justice for they will be filled.”

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness, becomes

Blessed are those who are persecuted for justice.

People are rarely persecuted for behaving in accordance with a strict individual moral code.

But people are often persecuted because of their passion for justice. 

One more: Strive for the kingdom of God and God’s righteousness becomes

       Strive for the kingdom of God and God’s justice.

According to Matthew, those who hunger and thirst for justice/righteousness are blessed (5:6).

Jesus expects the righteousness of his disciples to exceed that of the scribes and pharisees (5:20).

Jesus himself is God’s righteousness in the flesh (3:15). In him, it is possible to see what right

relationship with God and neighbour looks like. It looks like justice. It looks like compassion. It looks

like life lived in a covenant of ferocious saving love.

We need the reality of righteousness to be recovered in the church. Too often the church has

presented faith and works as opponents instead of partners in the divine paradox of grace. The great

reformers never lost the paradox, but somewhere along the way their message has been flattened,

so that it comes out something like this: All God cares about is whether or not we believe in Jesus.

Once our faith has been established, any violence we do to one another in our battles of  belief are

justified, and any mistakes we make in the flesh are forgiven. All that matters to God is the inner

disposition of our hearts.

But when you look at the mischief that kind of theology has produced, you can understand the

midrash that quotes God as saying, “Would that they would forsake me, but obey my Torah.”

One of the Hebrew words for a righteous person suggests “one whose aim is true.” Set beside
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the word that defines sin as “missing a mark” gives us an image of righteousness as target practice.

Whether my arrow finds its mark or falls a hundred feet away, the daily practice of right relationship

(to do what is right) is how I improve my aim. My true aim is to live as God wants me to live and - as

Thomas Merton once wrote - I believe that the wish to please God does in fact please God.

Since most of us are not archers, perhaps the image of one who sews or mends is a better

image. With a needle and a sturdy brown thread looped through a silver eye, we wend our way

through the word of God.  By the grace of God, I am being mended, and God has called me to be a

mender too. Since many threads are stronger than one, God has put me on a sewing team with other

brothers and sisters in Christ. Day by day our job is to hunt the place where the world is ripped and

bend over the damage to do what we can. Every good deed, every kind word, every act of justice and

compassion tugs the torn edges closer together. The truer our aim, the smaller our stitches and the

longer the patch will hold. We made plenty of the rips ourselves, and some of the worst ones show

evidence of having been mended many times before, but that does not seem to discourage anyone.

Mending is how we continue to be mended, and we would not trade the work for anything nor

should we abandon the struggle to continue to seek the righteousness that results in justice. In doing

that we will indeed be blessed. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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