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The Beatitudes 

 Introduction: Many years ago, I read Fr. Greeley’s book and articles related to the topic of Catholic 

imagination and remembered that Bruce Springsteen was one of the people analyzed for his writings. The 

quote from Springsteen’s autobiography was the basic organizing thought for the homily.  

Later, I found the 1988 article from Fr. Greeley on the internet after googling “Andrew Greeley Catholic 

imagination.” Published in ‘America,’ the article focused solely on Springsteen’s Catholic imagination. I was 

fascinated at how Springsteen’s autobiography almost quoted verbatim Greeley’s writing and thought almost 

thirty years later. The obvious question is if Bruce ever read Greeley’s writings on him, and if so, did they help 

him to unlock the deep connection of his Catholic heritage with his lyrics. Below are the first three paragraphs 

from Greeley’s article for comparison with the quote from ‘Born to Run.’ 

“The imagination is religious. Religion is imaginative. The origins and the power of both are in the 

playful, creative, dancing self. Once influenced by Catholic imagery, that self is forever Catholic. Hence, the 

popular rock star Bruce Springsteen, perhaps without knowing or understanding it, is a Catholic meistersinger. 

“This essay is the third and final installment of an investigation I began last summer of the relationship 

between religious imagination and the persistent loyalty of American Catholics. ...In this essay, I want to 

complete the cycle by suggesting that there is a powerful link between religious imagery, which is created by 

the Sacraments, and works of artistic and literary creativity. I will do so by analyzing the most recent work of 

Bruce Springsteen and argue that a) his work is profoundly Catholic, and b) it is so because his creative 

imagination is permeated by Catholic symbolism he absorbed, almost necessarily, from the Sacraments. 

“Springsteen is a liturgist, I propose, because he correlates the self-communication of God in secular life 

with the overarching symbol/narratives of his/our tradition. Moreover, I also propose that he engages in this 

"minstrel ministry" without ever being explicit about it, or even necessarily aware of it, precisely because his 

imagination was shaped as Catholic in the early years of life. He is both a liturgist, then, and a superb example 

of why Catholics cannot leave the church.” America Magazine, February 06, 1988 

http://www.americamagazine.org/issue/100/catholic-imagination-bruce-springsteen 

 Lately when asked, “What are you reading for spirituality these days?”, I respond, “Bruce Springsteen’s 

autobiography Born to Run.” Taking a cue from the writings of the late Father Andrew Greeley, searches for 

“grace” and a “Catholic imagination” are to be sought in places not usually considered to be spiritual. 

Father Greeley believed that those nurtured in Catholic faith always remain Catholic no matter how far 

their lives seem to drift. Greeley, writing on the Catholic imagination of Bruce Springsteen in 1988 said, 

“Unlike other religions…, Catholicism has always stood for the accessibility of God in the world. God is more 

like the world than unlike it. Hence Catholicism, unlike Protestantism, Judaism and Islam, permits angels and 

saints, shrines and statues, stained glass and incense and the continuation of pagan customs—most notably 

for our purposes here, holy water and blessed candles.” 

Springsteen grew up in a poor working class New Jersey family. Their Catholic parish and Catholic 

school were a central focus of his earlier life. Although he admits wanting to run away from his Catholic 

background as fast and as far as he could, he later realized, like Father Greeley, there was passion within him, 

he could not deny as authentically Catholic. 

http://www.americamagazine.org/issue/100/catholic-imagination-bruce-springsteen


In his own words, Springsteen writes, “On my eighth-grade graduation day, I walked away from it all, 

finished, telling myself, ‘Never again.’ I was free, free, free at last . . . and I believed it . . . for quite a while. 

However, as I grew older, there were certain things about the way I thought, reacted, behaved. I came to 

ruefully and bemusedly understand that once you’re a Catholic, you’re always a Catholic. So I stopped kidding 

myself. I don’t often participate in my religion but I know somewhere . . . deep inside . . . I’m still on the team. 

This was the world where I found the beginnings of my song. In Catholicism, there existed the poetry, danger 

and darkness that reflected my imagination and my inner self. I found a land of great and harsh beauty, of 

fantastic stories, of unimaginable punishment and infinite reward. It was a glorious and pathetic place I was 

either shaped for or fit right into. It has walked alongside me as a waking dream my whole life. So as a young 

adult I tried to make sense of it. I tried to meet its challenge for the very reasons that there are souls to lose 

and a kingdom of love to be gained.”  

There is a song on his first album Greetings from Asbury Park entitled “Hard to be a Saint in the City.” 

The song is a reflection and interpretation of his early years living in New York City. In those days, the streets 

of Manhattan were not the welcoming places bubbling with life, commerce and culture. Rather the streets in 

those days were dark and dangerous, foreboding and often sinister.  

Although raised in the gritty side of life, Springsteen still seems overwhelmed by the darkness around 

him. The song also images various temptations luring him into the new darkness he now lives amidst, and the 

struggle in his own heart weighing the advantages of giving himself over and find what he thought might be 

lacking.  But the song title expresses his hope. The title is not “Impossible to be a saint in the city,” but rather, 

“Hard to be a Saint in the City”. 

 How is it to be a saint in our own day? Is it hard to be a saint in our times, culture, community, and 

circumstances? Do the challenges of becoming a saint discourage or dishearten us? Can we imagine becoming 

a saint? If so, how does that imagination take shape? 

 The Beatitudes present us with such an imagination. To embrace the Beatitudes imagines the vision of 

Christ upon our world. It is a vision without cynicism or bitterness but rather a vision of compassion and hope. 

It is a vision locked onto the forces of evil and the destructive powers at loose in our world. It is a vision of the 

many ways we are captive and captivated by these dark forces like Springsteen experienced walking the 

Manhattan streets in the 1970s. It is a vision of sadness in the way we often treat one another and a vision 

presenting us with an alternate path for humanity to walk.  

 “Blessed are those who mourn” in one aspect relates to sorrow for the way people treat one another. 

We experience sadness for the times others are treated with contempt, dismissal or exploited. We experience 

sadness for the times we were so treated and for the times we treated others in such a way. “They shall be 

comforted” offers us another path to walk, the Lord’s path, the walk of the kingdom. Several years ago, 

someone wrote, “The ultimate sin is to walk through life daily with dry eyes.”  

 To see the world as the Lord Jesus Christ sees it is to grow in love as the Lord loves the world and all 

creation. How does one become a saint in a secular society? How do we celebrate Real Presence in society 

that at times revels in the Great Absence? Beatitudes respond to a great absence or great void with challenges 

to recognize the Real Presence.  

 The Beatitudes open the Lord’s Sermon on the Mount. Because Easter is later this year, we will have 

several more opportunities to be immersed in this great sermon before the Lenten Season moves us in other 

directions. The Beatitudes take “law obeying” to deeper levels of humanity. They are not about “obeying 



laws,” but rather “attitudes of being.” Beatitudes touch every aspect of our humanity and stand capable of 

transforming our humanity from the inside out. 

Meekness, mercy, mourning, peacemaking, hungering for justice, cleanliness of heart, and suffering for 

justice move us from the heart outward; committed to revealing Christ’s presence in the world. We don’t 

bring Christ into the world, he is already present by virtue of the Resurrection. Rather, we point out Christ’s 

presence and uncover his presence so others can experience the transforming power of his love. 

Here is one example of such “attitudes of being” changing the world. The issue of euthanasia is rapidly 

confronting us. Physician-assisted suicide for the long and intractable suffering is promoted as “mercy killing” 

and an action of compassion. But there are too many instances of choosing euthanasia out of a despair coming 

from isolation. Such despair is often neither irreversible or intractable.  

And let’s be clear about Congressional efforts to repeal federal health care programs. According to the 

Congressional Budget Office, repealing existing law without replacing adequate coverage, 18 million 

Americans will lose health care coverage in the first year alone. Exposing so many more to injuries and 

diseases without access to care and possible financial ruin can only exacerbate the euthanasia issue. We could 

come to be a nation where the wealthy get health care and the working poor get euthanasia.  

According to Catholic News Service, Campaign Life Coalition President Jim Hughes told an audience of 

clergy at a January 17 information session, “It’s the little things that can make a difference. Small acts of 

kindness, he said, like visiting the sick in nursing homes, taking a shut-in to a ballgame, making a phone call or 

sending a card to a lonely elderly person, can help prevent euthanasia. They all add up and can have an impact 

on folks who might be considering recourse to the deed.” 

Perhaps that sounds only too simple and naïve. But confronting any of the cold inhuman forces with 

the warmth of human touch is what the beatitudes are all about. Moving in circles of care, concern and 

compassion build bridges to those suffering and isolated. True community results from human contact and 

kindness.  

As Springsteen wrote in his song “Human Touch”: “Tell me in a world without pity, do you think what 

I'm askin' too much? I just want something to hold on to and a little of that human touch. Just a little of that 

human touch.”  

Becoming a saint is about transformation of our heart and soul into the heart and soul of the Risen 

Lord Jesus Christ. His heart and soul hungers and thirsts for justice, offers liberation to those oppressed and 

extends hands of mercy and compassion to saint and sinner alike.  

Is it “hard to be a saint in the city”? It most certainly is. Is it impossible to be a saint anywhere? It most 

certainly is not. The Church’s sacramental life and Sacred Scripture opens our imagination to the endless 

possibilities of discovering and serving the Living God present in our midst and everywhere. This is the 

ultimate meaning and purpose of every life. Or as Springsteen sang, “It ain’t no sin to be glad you’re alive.” 

Catholic imagination anyone? 

 

 

 


