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Last Monday Evening, Freddie Paiva who is doing an internship with our congregation 
came into Bible Study and said he wasn’t really happy with the chapters in the book we 
were studying.  He didn’t find the answers he was hoping for. The book was ‘Making 
Sense of the Bible’ by Adam Hamilton and for our last session we read some of the 
chapters that looked at challenging topics such as ‘God’s violence in the Old Testament’ 
and ‘Suffering, Divine providence and the Bible’.  I think the wisdom of the group was 
that these are not topics you get easy answers to.  They require struggle, discernment 
and prayer.  This is the view I want you to take when it comes to our gospel and this 
sermon.  I don’t have easy answers for you, but I invite you into pondering and 
struggling what Jesus has to say to us.  
 
Our gospel has Jesus’ talking about a series of blessing and woes.  The blessings are 
often referred to as the beatitudes and can also be found in Matthew without the woes. I 
was not happy to see that the beatitudes were chosen for this Sunday.  I always find 
preaching the beatitudes difficult.  Perhaps it is the language.  We don’t exactly go 
around pronouncing blessings and woes!  And yet no matter the challenge of the 
scripture we are always invited to engage.  What is Jesus telling us with these blessings 
and woes? 
 
First note, he is speaking to his disciples – not to the crowd.  These words are made for 
those who are following Jesus – whose who have said yes to the journey. These 
blessings and woes give orientation about what it means to follow Christ and about how 
the kingdom of God works. 
 
I don’t struggle too much with the blessings because if you listen to Jesus’ teaching you 
will know that he is always about the poor, the downtrodden, the unlikeable, the 
unpopular, the hungry and the grieving. These folks are blessed by God because there 
is nothing else out there in the world for them. They are promised the kingdom of God.  
 
In Matthew’s version of this teaching by Jesus, all we hear about is the blessings. Even 
the poor gets changed to the poor in spirit.  Ah here is a way for us to wiggle in!  We are 
blessed sometimes or maybe Jesus isn’t saying we are not blessed, just the poor and 
the hungry are especially blessed. However, in Luke’s gospel, there is no such out.   
 
Here Jesus says - Woe to those who are rich, those who are full, those who laughing 
and those who others speak well of.  Ouch! And it is not just being the recipient of the 
woes, Jesus says that those in this category will be hungry, will mourn and weep and 
have received their consolation. Am I not allowed to be happy and to rejoice?  Can I not 
enjoy a good meal? Most of us, not all, but most of us fall into one category of the woes.  
We have a roof over our heads, clothes, enough to eat and often many other luxuries.  
What is Jesus saying to us? 
 



As Debie Thomas1 says in her reflection on this gospel, “What am I to do with this 
reading? Wallow in guilt? Romanticize poverty? Avoid happiness? I don’t think so. The 
very fact that Jesus prefaces this hard teaching by alleviating suffering in every way 
possible suggests that he does not valorize misery for its own sake. Pain in and of itself 
is neither holy nor redemptive in the Christian story, and in fact, Jesus’s ministry is all 
about healing, abundance, liberation, and joy.” 
 
She offers that perhaps this teaching is not a judgment but simply a declaration of what 
is - those who are poor, hungry, and reviled by others are those who know what it is like 
to totally depend on God and to be desperate for God and that is their blessing. It is 
easy to forget about our dependence on God when we know where our next meal or our 
next week of meals is coming from, when we know where we will sleep tonight and that 
we have a community of family and friends to supports us.  
 
Debie Thomas2 says that what Jesus wants to teach us about discipleship is something 
that our life circumstances gets in the way of. Something to grasp about the beauty, 
glory, and freedom of the Christian life that she will never grasp until God becomes her 
everything, her all, her go-to, her starting place, and her ending place. And perhaps by 
noticing and being with those who sit in Jesus’ blessing column we can start to learn. 

 
I remember learning this with a startling realization during a Sunday morning bible study 
with some of the homeless and working poor who came to the parish I was serving.  I 
forget which passage we were studying, but one woman said, “I never know where my 
next meal is coming from, but I trust in God and he provides.  He wakes me up every 
morning and He is there for me every day. 
 
What!  I had a hard time putting myself in her shoes.  What about all the hungry people 
whose meals didn’t show up?  If it was me, I would be out there looking up places to get 
food or finding some kind of job so I could eat. I wouldn’t be waiting on God. If we all 
lived like she did, how would society work, but yet there was something about her deep 
reliance on God in such a physical way that I longed for. 

I also thought about a young couple who for their honeymoon decided to walk from 
Massachusetts to Florida one summer before they began their work at retreat center for 
the poor who lived in cites. I met them in DC when they stopped for the outdoor worship 
and lunch which was sponsored by the church I was serving. The couple took their 
clothes and only a little money and while they did some planning to stop in at friend’s 
houses along the way, but for the most part they relied on the hospitality of strangers 
often showing up at a church to see if they could provide shelter and food.  They were 
practicing radical dependence on God.  And while they would return to a life where they 
did know where they next meal was coming from and having a roof over their heads, I 
know that experience taught them a lot about being dependent on God. 

                                                        
1 https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2089-blessings-and-woes 
2 https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2089-blessings-and-woes 
 



 
So my friends, I invite you to sit in the woes column even if it is uncomfortable and 
acknowledge that much of the time we forget that God is our everything, our all, our 
starting place and our ending. I invite you to spend time with those in the blessing 
column understanding that they may have something to teach us about our discipleship.  
 
Remember, while it is true there are no easy answers this morning, there is the 
opportunity to view sitting in the woes column as an invitation - an invitation to come a 
little closer to the kingdom of God.   We have only to RSVP.  Amen.  
 
 


