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 Then Jesus looked up at the disciples and said:   
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of 

God.   
Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled.   
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.   

But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your 
consolation.   

Woe to you who are full now, for you will be hungry.   
Woe to you who are laughing now, for you will mourn and 

weep.   
Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is what 

their ancestors did to the false prophets.” 
 
 Jesus is annoying.  So much of what Jesus says is 
wonderful.  God loves us.  God forgives us.  The kingdom of 
God is a party.  But then Jesus has this dark side that wants to 
make everything so hard.   
 Krister Stendahl said, “Theology is worrying about what 
God worries about when God gets up in the morning.” 

Jesus said, “God worries about those who’ve fallen through 
the cracks—the poor, hungry, hurting, left out.  God also worries 
about the wealthy, well-fed, self-satisfied, popular, because 
trusting in your own good fortune leads to death.” 
 The sixth chapter of Luke is Luke’s version of the 
Beatitudes.  Most of us prefer Matthew’s kinder, gentler 
account.  Anthems are from Matthew; never from Luke.  
Matthew offers only blessings.  He skips the woes.   

Matthew spiritualizes the beatitudes.  Luke makes them 
harder to swallow.  Matthew says, “Blessed are the poor in 



spirit.”  Luke has none of that “in spirit” stuff—“Blessed are the 
poor.”  Matthew says, “Blessed are those who hunger after 
righteousness.”  Luke’s version is harder, “Blessed are the 
hungry.” 
 Jesus’ teaching on poverty is difficult for Christians.  The 
early church believed that holding on to wealth is a sin against 
those who are starving.  But they soon discovered that preaching 
that wealth is a sin tended to keep wealthy people from joining 
the church.  We are not surprised that wealth is not considered a 
sin any more.   

Luke’s version of the Beatitudes reminds us of Mark 
Twain’s line: “It’s not the parts of the Bible I don’t understand 
that get me, but those I do.”   
 This is a hard passage for me and for most of you, because 
we have so much.  Americans have it all.  We have ESPN, 
ESPN2, ESPN3, ESPNU, ESPNews, ESPN Classic, ESPN 
Deportes, CNN, CNBC, CSpan, CSpan2, CSpan3, 31 premium 
movie channels, and 225 other channels of quality 
programming.  We have washers, dryers, dishwashers, hair 
dryers, Coke, Diet Coke, Caffeine-free Coke, Caffeine-free Diet 
Coke, disposable diapers, disposable razors, disposable income, 
and no wrinkle pleated classic fit twill Dockers pants.   

We have Marie Kondo telling us to touch our clothes and 
then throw away anything that does not spark joy—which is 
asking a lot of a pair of socks.  We have Spiderman, Aquaman, 
Lady Gaga, and Ariana Grande.  We have LeBron James and 
Aaron Judge.  We still have Eli Manning though we do not think 
about him much.   

We have Instagram, Snapchat, and Twitter.  We have 
iPhones that could run the space shuttle.  We had Amazon for 
about five minutes.  We have banana-flavored milk.  We have 
got it all.  
 The gospel of wealth that saturates our society permeates 
our lives:  “Get a good education so you can get a good job.  Get 



a good job so you can get a nice place to live.  Get as much as 
you can get.  Get as comfortable as you can get.”   

Most of us have more than enough, but we do not have as 
much as we want.  We think about how nice it would be to have 
more.  We like buying what we want, eating where we want, and 
looking for new ways to entertain ourselves.  It is easy to lose 
ourselves in the emptiness of our culture and never discover how 
wonderful our lives could be.  
 A Man for All Seasons is playing off-Broadway right now.  
The main character, Sir Thomas More, is a person who tells the 
truth in a world that lies.  He is Lord Chancellor during the reign 
of Henry VIII.  Thomas More is arrested, tried, and ultimately 
executed, because he disapproves the king’s annulment of his 
marriage to Catherine, his subsequent marriage to Anne Boleyn, 
and the king’s declaration that he himself is the head of the 
Church.  During the trial, the king bribes a disingenuous 
opportunist named Richard Rich to tell lies against More.  There 
in the courtroom Thomas More figures out what has happened 
when he sees that Rich is wearing the medallion of the Attorney 
General of Wales.   

More says with pain and amusement:  “For Wales?  Why, 
Richard, it profits a man nothing to give his soul for the whole 
world.  But for Wales?”   

The foolishness for which people trade their souls would be 
amusing were it not so tragic.  We become preoccupied with 
things that do not matter and miss things that do. We confuse 
our life’s circumstances with our actual life.  We forget that the 
real life is the underlying flow beneath the everyday events. 
 When Mother Teresa visited the United States she was 
asked, “What do you think of the American way of life?”   

Mother Teresa cared for the poorest of the poor in India, 
but when asked her opinion of Americans, she replied without 
hesitation, “I have never seen such poor people.”   

She understood that real joy is not as superficial as we have 
been led to believe.  We like living in a wealthy country, but in 



some ways it is not wealthy.  Americans are stressed out, 
psyched out, burned out, and bummed out.  We know all about 
Anacin, Excedrin, Bufferin, Tylenol, Pepto Bismol, Tums, 
Rolaids, Valium, Prozac, Paxil, Wellbutrin, Celexa, Lexapro, 
Zoloft, opioids, suicide, alcohol, anorexia, AIDS, affairs, 
divorce, drugs, and depression.  In spite of all of our prosperity, 
we cannot buy happiness.   

The pursuit of self-fulfillment is an obsession.  The self-
help section in Barnes and Noble is a whole book store.  You 
can find promising titles like:   
Develop Jedi Self-Confidence: Unleash the Force within You,  
How to Stop Doubting Your Greatness and Start Living an 
Awesome Life, 
Get Out of Your Head and into Your Life: Awakening to Your 
Life's Purpose—an Oprah’s Book Club selection, 
Creative Visualization: Use the Power of Your Imagination to 
Create What You Want in Your Life—they were trying to be an 
Oprah’s Book Club selection,  
The Happiness Project: Or Why I Spent a Year Trying to Sing in 
the Morning, Clean My Closets, Fight Right, Read Aristotle, and 
Generally Have More Fun, and  
What to Say When You Talk to Yourself.  

We buy Band-Aids when we need surgery.  What we think 
of as personal frustrations are actually small parts of the big 
picture.  We have to back up enough to see that our society’s 
materialistic values do not make sense. 
 When we read Jesus’ words to the wealthy we usually hear 
them as angry condemnations, but it is more likely that Jesus 
speaks with disappointment and despair.  God is concerned for 
those who are rich and self-satisfied, because they miss God’s 
love.  Appearances are deceiving.  Things are not what they 
seem.  God has different standards.  The world’s values are 
upside down.   
 Those who are satisfied to live on Easy Street miss so 
much.  And the ones who know they are not self-sufficient, who 



weep with those who are hurting, and those who live with 
deeper joy are blessed.  We need to turn the normal frames of 
reference 180 degrees, so that we can see what is worth keeping 
and what to let go.   
 A young Buddhist asks a spiritual master to teach him 
everything so that he can become a master himself.  The teacher 
orders tea for the student.  When it arrives, he begins to pour the 
tea into the disciple’s cup.  The tea overflows the cup, over the 
saucer, and on to the floor.   

The young man cries, “The cup’s full!  It won’t hold any 
more.”   

The teacher says, “Yes.  Just like you.  You’re so full of 
yourself that there’s no room for real wisdom.”   

When we are self-centered, we are so full of ourselves that 
there is no room for real love.  We get so caught up in our tiny 
goals that we are not open to God’s gifts.  The crucial matters of 
spirit and soul get lost.  At the end of the day, if our guiding 
principle is self-interest, then our lives will be shallow. 

Every once in a while we have a moment of depth and truth 
when we realize that Jesus is right.  Glen Adsit was a minister in 
trouble with the authorities in China.  He was under house arrest 
expecting the worst when soldiers came and said, “You can 
return to America, but you have to leave now.”   

The family was so relieved.   
Then the soldier said, “You can take two hundred pounds 

with you.”   
They had been there for years.  Two hundred pounds?  

They got out the scales and started arguing:  two children, wife, 
and husband.   

“I have to keep this vase.” 
“These are new shoes.” 
“What about my books?” 
“What about this?” 
“What about that?” 



They weighed and reweighed fifty different items, until 
finally, right on the dot, two hundred pounds.   

The soldier asked, “Are you ready to go?  Did you weigh 
everything?” 

“Yes, we did.” 
“You weighed the kids.” 
“No.  We didn’t weigh the kids.” 
“Weigh the kids.” 
And in a moment, vases, shoes, books—it all became trash.  

Trash.  They did not matter anymore.  The good news of Jesus is 
good news in so far as we have turned away from our society’s 
inadequate values and become a blessing to those who are 
hurting.   

Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor,” because materialism is 
poison.  “Blessed are those who mourn,” who do not keep their 
distance from suffering people.  “Blessed are those who are 
outcasts,” because they are courageous enough to speak the truth 
no matter what the cost.  We become the blessing of God when 
we reject inferior values, when we live in opposition to foolish 
materialism.   
 Imagine a woman in our church who helps with the 
Plymouth Shelter—the month each fall when we host a dozen 
homeless men for the night.  She has been helping with the 
shelter long enough to know that many of our guests work hard 
and have more difficult lives than most of us imagine.  Then one 
Friday, she is having dinner with friends from work.  The 
conversation turns to the number of unemployed and under-
employed people in New York, the ones with signs that say, 
“Veteran who needs food.”   

Someone asks, “Can’t something be done about those 
people?”   

And another quickly answers: “Well, as long as do-gooders 
keep putting out the red carpet for them, we’ll never get rid of 
them.  If we could get rid of all the bleeding heart programs then 
those people would have to go somewhere else.”   



How does a Christian explain what makes no sense to 
many?  How do we say that the world’s values are upside down? 
 Picture a lawyer who lives with Jesus’ values.  She keeps 
taking cases that do not make money.  She helps poor people 
who have been evicted.  She works to get deposits back from 
dishonest landlords.  She helps sick people in disputes with 
Social Security and Medicare.  She represents those who have 
been unjustly fired from their jobs and immigrants threatened 
with deportation.  The other lawyers think she is a bad lawyer, 
because she does not choose profitable cases.  How can she 
explain? 
 Imagine a father and daughter attending career day at the 
daughter’s high school.  Several speakers tell the students that if 
they study hard and go to the right college, then they can get 
good jobs and make lots of money.   

On the way home the daughter asks, “Do you think I could 
be rich?”   

How does a good father explain that he has different 
dreams?  His hopes for his daughter do not center on what she 
can buy, but on what she can give.  His hope is not that she will 
have a fancy home far away from the poor, but that she will 
work for justice for those who are hungry.  His hope is not that 
she will be seen as a success, but that she will live in the Spirit 
of God.   
 Those who have felt God’s blessing do not live like other 
people.  They do not worry about what they own, what they look 
like, or who they have impressed.  Those who are blessed live in 
God’s goodness and share God’s love.   
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