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Blessings and Woes
Psalm 1; Luke 6: 12-26
Jon Frost
I heard one of the most beautiful sentences this week. Seven words, not particularly colorful or elegant in isolation, but when combined in sequence they evoke such hope, such longing for the future as well as deep affection for the past. The sentence I heard is “pitchers and catchers report to spring training.” Ah. As we labor on through the cold and dark of winter, through seemingly endless winter weather warnings and advisories, major league baseball players emerge like bears coming out of hibernation onto pristine baseball diamonds in places like Florida and Arizona under the warmth of the sun to begin the long, sluggish process of getting in shape for the upcoming season.
One of the main storylines as you approach a new season is who actually is on the team this year? There are always new additions to the team as well as departures from the previous year. How will they gel? Will they have chemistry? 
Another main storyline concerns the coach, or manager. How will he get the team ready? What will he say to galvanize the team around a common goal and mission? Now, I must say - I have listened to a lot of managers and coaches over the years talk about their strategy for the game. It all kind of starts to sound the same after a while doesn’t it? It’s as if there’s this spinning drum full of cliches that they just reach into and pull out things like “well, we’re just gonna take it one game at a time this year” or “we’re just gonna be ourselves and not try to do too much” or the oft used “I’m just gonna try to put them in the best position to win.” How refreshing would it be to actually hear something original that we haven’t heard before?
After several encounters in various towns in the preceding chapters of Luke’s Gospel, we jump into the story in the middle of chapter 6 with Jesus going up on a mountain to pray. From among the disciples who had followed him there, he called twelve of them to a special role of leadership among the rest, calling them apostles. In other words, he was putting the team together. When they came down the mountain, they settled on a level place and were joined by a great multitude. 
The description Luke gives us of the crowd that day was not that of a distinguished, honorable, noteworthy gathering of social elites. They were suffering from diseases, desperate to be healed and just trying to get close enough to Jesus for that healing. 
With the team of disciples together, Jesus now speaks to them and lays out his vision and message. We have come to know this section as the sermon on the plain, a counterpart to the Gospel of Matthew’s sermon on the mount because of the similarities between the two passages. As one of the more well known passages of the New Testament, it is easy for it to remain far from us, like a framed picture we put in the corner of the room. We walk by it frequently but don’t often stop to look closely at it. But if and when we do, we just might discover how radically refreshing, groundbreaking, and challenging his message that day was and still is. 
But I want to back up a second because even before a word comes out of Jesus’ mouth, the whole scene involves a radical shift that plays out over the previous 2 chapters. Jesus’ ministry officially began in the middle of Luke 4 after his temptation in the wilderness. From that point until the passage we read today, Jesus’ strategy consisted of visiting the synagogues in various towns in order to teach. This usually took place on the Sabbath day. In other words, he chose the time and the place where he would have the maximum opportunity to teach the religiously devout, the ones most plugged into Scripture and religious tradition. If the story took place in 2019 in a Christian context, Jesus would visit the churches in town on Sunday mornings.
There were mixed reviews on his teaching. Many praised him in the region of Galilee but in Nazareth, his hometown, he narrowly escaped being hurled off a cliff. As he visited more and more synagogues, there was a mix of those amazed by what Jesus was doing and those suspicious about the same. Many were healed and he taught with fresh insight and authority. But by the end of this section, the religious establishment was furious and they were discussing what they might do with Jesus. 
Jesus began his ministry exactly where you would expect a fresh movement of God to take hold - among the people God had established in the place they had established to worship God. But his message was not received there.
Instead, Jesus now launches his ministry by forming a community around himself in the twelve disciples, and further expands it by entrusting his teaching, or his way, to a multitude of people, the very ones excluded by mainstream religion. They had diseases, unclean spirits, and likely other circumstances that essentially added up to the fact that they were nobodies. The movement Jesus is initiating is birthed completely outside of the established religious structures of the day. 
However, the way in which Jesus does this is firmly situated within the tradition of his Jewish faith. The choosing of the twelve disciples to special status as well as the geographic markers of Judea, Jerusalem, Tyre and Sidon which were regions far to the north of Jerusalem - all of this has echoes of God’s promise to Abraham that all the nations would be blessed through his descendants. The twelve tribes of Israel were entrusted with that same promise as God’s chosen people to help fulfill God’s purposes in the world. The blessing and woe structure of Jesus’ words is thoroughly reminiscent of the language of Deuteronomy as the people of Israel live into the reality of being in covenant with their God.
The beatitude section in Luke’s Gospel begins with four blessings and they have some unique features. One is the use of the second person pronoun throughout. Blessed are you who are poor, you who are hungry, who weep now, when people hate and revile you because of me. The text tells us that Jesus is addressing his disciples in these words. This gives it such a personal quality, you can imagine Jesus making eye contact as he is pronouncing blessing on his disciples.
Another powerful feature of Luke’s beatitudes is they lack the more spiritualized tone of Matthew. Blessed are you who are poor, as opposed to poor in spirit. Blessed are you who are hungry, as opposed to those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. 
This should come as no surprise because just a couple of chapters earlier in a synagogue in Nazareth, Jesus read the words of the prophet Isaiah, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me; because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” In the sermon on the plain, Jesus is doing exactly what God’s Spirit anointed him to do. 
Then come the woes. Woe to you who are rich, you who are full now, you who are laughing now, when all speak well of you. It’s right about now that we may want to hop on over to Matthew’s beatitudes, because if you’re like me, I identify far more closely with the intended audience of the woes than I do the blessings. So what do we make of all of this?
I think we completely miss the point of the beatitudes if we think Jesus is highlighting certain states of being as somehow morally superior. Jesus is not idealizing poverty, hunger, the state of mourning, or the reality of being hated. The point of the beatitudes is not for us to now attempt to be a certain way. The beatitudes are an announcement that God is on the side of those in hopeless estates and that in the kingdom Jesus is bringing there will be no more poverty, hunger, mourning, and the like. Those that had been forgotten by conventional religion are being told by Jesus that God is on your side even now and that injustice will no longer rule the day.
Likewise, this passage is not offering wholesale condemnation on states of being rich, full, of laughing, or of being well spoken of. Though Luke’s Gospel is clear that it is difficult for the rich and powerful to truly get Jesus’ message, the point is not to avoid richness, fullness, laughter, and having a good reputation. In this context there is a kind of richness, a kind of fullness, a kind of laughter and empty public favor that is oblivious to one’s own complicity in injustice and contribution to the reality of poverty and hunger.
I mentioned earlier that this section of blessings and woes begins by saying Jesus looked up at his disciples and then began to speak. Combined with the second person pronoun throughout, this has given me a very different picture of this scene. Maybe the crowd was more diverse than I thought. Just as it’s possible he made his way through the crowd pronouncing blessing, addressing specific people who were there, is it possible that there were also those present who needed more of a warning about how in order to keep following Jesus, there would need to be some serious changes?
You see, I think it’s so easy for us in a context like ours, to dismiss a text like this because we can’t relate to it - either because we are not poor or we don’t know what to do with texts that challenge our lifestyle. But everyone Jesus was addressing was a disciple. They were trying to follow him and didn’t have everything figured out. Isn’t that encouraging? Doesn’t that sound a lot like us? 
Jean Vanier is the founder of the L’Arche community in France, which now has over 120 similar intentional faith based communities around the world, bringing folks with and without intellectual disabilities together in community. I came across his reflections on the Beatitudes and he offers this wonderful image. Jesus, in his life, ministry, and teaching, stands between the two worlds of the poor and the rich and invites all people to follow him and also to take their place between these two worlds to form a completely new reality.
He writes, “The rich man is rich precisely because he does not know how to give, because he does not know how to share. The key to the kingdom, the only key, is openness: to open one’s arms, one’s eyes, one’s heart, because the kingdom of God is just like that - the place of meeting, of communion, of peace, and of giving.” 
Jesus announces good news, blessing, to the poor, hungry, the outcast. And he warns the rich and powerful. But he invites us all into this meeting place between those two worlds, where through our own encounter with Christ we will all be transformed. Lord, open us up to that possibility. Amen.
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