
Blessings? Or Woe? February 17, 2019, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Jer 17:5-10; Ps 1; 1 Cor 15:12-20; Luke 6:17-26 

“Blessed are those who trust in the Lord, whose trust is the Lord.” 

Prayer 

After going up a mountain to pray and then naming his twelve disciples Jesus goes down to a level place. 

A level place is not the most effective place to be seen or heard. It is much better to go out on a boat 

and let the water reflect one’s voice—or up a mountain side so you can speak to all those gathered 

below. Even a closed room is a good place to speak if you can get everyone’s attention by what you have 

to say.  

But here Jesus is preaching from the plain—from the level place. But the people he is addressing are not 

level at all.  

People crowd around Jesus to hear him and to be cured by him. A multitude of people we are told. You 

can be sure that in that crowd are all kinds of people: happy and sad, rich and poor, Jews and Gentiles, 

healthy and sick. And Jesus addresses all of them at once—some with good news, and some with…less 

than good news. 

Many of us are familiar with “The Beatitudes” from Matthew’s gospel, part of the sermon on the mount: 

Blessed are the poor, blessed are the meek. This sermon from the plain is similar, but with some 

important differences. While somehow everyone is made to feel encouraged by the beatitudes, this list 

is unsettling somehow—though not at first.  

When Jesus starts with “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God,” we get the first 

glimpse into what is often called “the preferential option for the poor.” Especially in Luke’s gospel, Jesus 

is aware of the needs of the poor—over and above the needs of those who are not poor. He continues, 

“Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled.” This again sounds like good news—people 

in need will get what they need. The people gathered around Jesus who are impoverished and hungry 

will be happy that their suffering is coming to an end. But Jesus doesn’t stop there. “Blessed are you 

who weep now, for you will laugh. Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, 

revile you, and defame you on account of the Son of Man. Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, for surely 

your reward is great in heaven; for that is what their ancestors did to the prophets.” Suddenly Jesus has 

moved somewhere else—this is no longer about the less fortunate. Those who weep could be anyone. 

And those people who are reviled and excluded on account of the Son of Man—suddenly these are 

sounding like martyrs… 

Jesus isn’t talking about the unlucky anymore—now he’s talking about the deliberate. 

While it might have been easy to think that if we are wealthy and well-fed, well then it is because we 

have worked hard and that if someone else is hungry or poor, well then they must not be willing to 

work, this is certainly not always true. Poverty and hunger can be the result of bad luck—and when 

Jesus started with them, that’s probably what we were thinking. But when people who are despised and 

rejected on account of the Son of Man are promised a great reward in heaven, it almost sounds as 

though Jesus’ promises (food for the hungry and possessions for the poor) are not pity, but rewards. 

If you are miserable for any reason, you will be rewarded. 



That would be surprising, then and now. Jesus intended it to be surprising. 

But he wasn’t done shocking people yet. 

Woe to you who are rich! Woe to you whose bellies are full! Woe to you who are not grieving but are 

happy. Woe to you with good reputations! Your lives are about to get worse! 

This is not a message of universal comfort at all. The people who are still comforted at the end of the list 

of woes are very few. Look at the requirements: You have to be poor, grieving, hungry, persecuted, and 

have a bad reputation. Suddenly everyone in Jesus’ audience was on edge—“Am I rich?” “Am I 

laughing?” “Do people speak well of me? Should I worry about that?” 

There aren’t a lot of people, then or now, who can safely make it through all of Jesus’ requirements. 

Do any of us survive that list and feel as though “comfort” is coming for us—rather than something else 

we’d rather avoid? 

What is Jesus doing? Is he trying to make everyone feel miserable? 

Even if we are on the “Blessed are you” list for three of the four conditions, that still leaves one of the 

four “woe to you”s for us. They are set up that way—opposites. You are either poor or rich. Hungry or 

fed. Weeping or laughing. Shamed or held in high regard. 

I’m sure many of us are looking for a way out: “I’m not rich or hungry—I’m comfortable. I’m not sad, but 

I’m also not giddy.” That’s not the point here. Jesus hasn’t suggested that mediocrity is the key to 

success—that flying below the radar will keep us safe. 

Jesus has deliberately promoted many of those things that we avoid in our lives—we try to avoid hunger 

and poverty through our efforts and saving. We try to avoid grief by taking care of our loved ones—and 

who wants to be excluded? It is much nicer to be loved by everyone. 

If Jesus had stopped his list with just the “Blessed are you who are”, then many of us might have felt 

justified—“I may be rich and not poor, but Jesus is looking out for the poor.” “Sure, I have a good 

reputation, but those with poor reputations will be blessed in heaven.” 

 

For all those who don’t have, Jesus gives them hope. Things will not always be this way. The world is 

changing, God is acting, and Jesus is aware of your suffering. That is true today as it way then. 

For those who do have, Jesus wants to unsettle them—us. Who have you hurt to gain what you have? 

Who is hungry because you are well-fed? Who is poor because we are rich? Who suffers ridicule on 

account of our reputations? What we are realizing more and more is that none of us gets a pass. 

Whether we have realized it or not, the things that benefit us come at a cost to others. And we did not 

earn our station on our own—and we cannot ensure that we remain where we are, however many of 

the boxes we can tick off: rich, well-fed, in high esteem, and with nothing to grieve. Our position is just 

as fragile as those who are poor, or hungry, or grieving, or with destroyed reputations. It can all change 

in an instant. 

 



If the world is going to change so that the poor inherit the world and that the hungry are well-fed, it is 

going to require those of us who are rich to become poor—to give up some of our wealth and privilege 

and share it with those who have less. It will cost those of us who are well-fed to go without, once in a 

while, so that others may have what they need. And if the world is going to change, it’s going to mean 

that we in the privileged and wealthy part of the world stop endangering people in other parts of the 

world so that we protect ourselves—that we stop insulating ourselves against any possible discomfort 

and instead look to how we might make others more comfortable. 

It is these actions which fulfil the promises of Jesus—not the hierarchical structure of a sermon of 

comfort from a mountain, but a destabilizing sermon from a newly level field.  

“Blessed are those who trust in the Lord, whose trust is the Lord. They shall be like a tree planted by 

water, sending out its roots by the stream. It shall not fear when heat comes, and its leaves shall stay 

green; in the year of drought it is not anxious, and it does not cease to bear fruit.” 


