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When the Bishop of Worcester returned from the Oxford meeting of the British Association in 1860, he reportedly informed his wife, at tea, how the horrid Professor T.H.Huxley had declared that man was descended from the apes. Whereupon the gentle lady exclaimed, "My dear, descended from the apes! Let us hope it is not true, but if it is, let us pray that it will not become generally known." 

That historic Oxford debate over Darwin’s Theory of Natural Selection (1859) took place between Professor Huxley and Bishop Wilberforce of Oxford. It hinged upon the question: Is man here on earth by divine design, a creature made in God’s image and likeness? Or is he here merely as an evolved monkey, thrown upon the evolutionary shore by processes of natural selection?

Evolutionary biologists appear prone to the error of believing that the whole of human existence can be reduced to their own specialism. Astrophysicists, biochemists and mathematicians sometimes make similar blunders. It’s the hallmark of over-specialised scientists who are careless of philosophy and ignorant of the legitimate role of the arts and humanities – not to mention Divine Revelation - in elucidating the mysteries of human life.

We are familiar enough with the old canard that a squadron of monkeys with typewriters could eventually reproduce the entire works of Shakespeare. 

At Paignton Zoo a research team left a computer in the monkey enclosure, home to six Sulawesi macaques. At first  “the lead male got a stone and started bashing the hell out of it……..Another thing they were interested in was in defecating and urinating all over the keyboard.” 

Eventually, the monkeys produced five pages of text, composed primarily of the letter S. Later, the letters A, J, L and M crept in — not yet quite literature. 

The Universe has until now existed for only the tiniest fraction of the time needed for such monkeys to churn out even one of Shakespeare’s plays - not to mention the time needed for them to invent the typewriter, and for someone more intelligent to check all the random junk they produced. Even if they had composed Hamlet, would they realise it? And as one writer laconically put it:
 

"We've all heard that a million monkeys banging on a million typewriters will eventually reproduce the entire works of Shakespeare. Now, thanks to the Internet, we know this is not true." (Robert Wilensky)
More seriously, those influential voices in British academia, who insist that they are descended from monkeys without divine intervention, can hardly object when the less academic orders of society, being told that they are but animals, resolve to act like animals.

Indoctrinated with Darwinist ape-ism or gorilla-ism, they make the most of their new bestial status. The results are too depressing to list, but they fill our town centres every Saturday night.

Religion exists in order to direct our lives towards a higher purpose. There is a world beyond that of greed and violence, lust and war. We can choose to be so much more than “gorillas with guns.” 

"Blessed are the poor in spirit." [Mt. 5:2] is the theme for this weekend’s Liturgy. The prophet Zephaniah refers to “a people humble and lowly, who shall take refuge in the name of the Lord.”

St Paul reminds the Corinthians that “God chose the foolish of the world to shame the wise, He chose the weak of the world to shame the strong, He chose the lowly and despised of the world, those who count for nothing, to reduce to nothing those who are something, so that no human being might boast before God.”


In the Gospel, the Eight Beatitudes open Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5:1-11). This is the recipe for Christian sanctity and the core of the Divine summons to a higher way of life.


St Matthew is ever keen to show parallels between the Old Testament and the Gospel. Just as Moses proclaimed the Old Law on Mount Sinai, now Christ announces the New Law upon the Mount of Beatitudes, the site of the new Revelation.


The world might consider that one is blessed with a full stomach while 30% of the planet is not. Or because one has a nice house with central heating and 40% of the globe does not. Or because one can sit at a computer, which 50% of the world never gets the chance to.

Similarly, Jesus’ Jewish listeners would have understood "blessedness" to imply a long life and material prosperity, in the sense of "fortunate" or "happy."  His Beatitudes astonished them. He described to them an excellence of life that could only be achieved by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.

Blessed are the poor in spirit:  they suffer material poverty, and have the lowly status of slaves or servants or overtaxed employees, even today. The poor suffer now, but in the Kingdom they will possess supreme happiness, provided they follow Christ and his teaching. 

Blessed those who mourn, for they shall be comforted: They bewail the sad state of the Church and the nation, the result of disloyalty to God. They weep as Jesus wept over Jerusalem: "Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!"  

Then, as now, people refuse to recognize the Messiah. They are self sufficient, more concerned with possessions and lifestyle than with the presence of God among them. Their actions are bringing about their destruction. 

Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the earth. The dispossessed suffer in silence, but they, not their oppressors, will enter into heaven, the true promised land. 

 
Blessed those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall have their fill. The hunger is spiritual rather than bodily. It is the yearning that God will fulfill his promises, and bring about the Messianic reign of true justice. 
Blessed are the merciful for they shall obtain mercy: “For with the judgment you make you will be judged, and the measure you give will be the measure you receive." [Mt. 7:2]  God has taught us the way of mercy by His Incarnation, adopting us sinful creatures as His children and promising us a part in the divine, eternal inheritance. If we wish to receive mercy for our own sins, we must show mercy to our neighbours.

"Blessed are the pure (kosher) in heart, for they will see God." This implies a sincere cleansing of the heart from all sin, necessary for true worship. As the Psalmist sings: “Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord? And who shall stand in his holy place? The man with clean hands and a pure heart, who desires not worthless things, who has not sworn to deceive his neighbour.” (Ps 24:3-4)

In contrast, “What comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles. For out of the heart come evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a person..." [Mt. 15:18-20] 

Those who are free from sin at the moment of their judgment will enter God's household, they will be forevermore in his presence.

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God: They assume the Christian task of reconciling neighbours who have quarrelled, a particular virtue of every true follower of Christ: 

“So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift.” [Mt. 5:23-4]

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you when they insult you and persecute you and utter every kind of evil against you falsely because of me.
Rejoice and be glad, for your reward will be great in heaven.”

Insult here means slander as well as direct verbal abuse. Such comments could rob a disciple of his reputation and even his livelihood. The Catholic Church is still unjustly slandered by millions, a mark of her true identity as Christ’s Church.

The fundamental blessing of all eight Beatitudes is that of being Jesus’s follower, of being a disciple who has set out towards the new and eternal Jerusalem. This journey demands a certain kind of person: one who does not fit the world's idea of success, but may be poor or hungry or sorrowful, for “The last shall be first and the first shall be last.”

Ultimately then each person must make the choice. He can be a proud and clever Darwinist ape, boasting about himself and proclaiming his autonomy, his independence from God. Or he can be a humble disciple who shares the divine life and boasts only in the Lord.

