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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Sometimes it can feel odd to end readings the way that we do during our worship services. For an Old Testament or an 
Epistle reading, the reader will say "The Word of the Lord." When we read from the Gospels, the priest or deacon says 
"The Gospel of the Lord." These phrases reiterate what we've just heard, that God's written Word has just been 
proclaimed, or the Gospel, the good news of Christ, has just been announced for all to hear. But there are certain readings 
that might make us wonder whether what we've just heard really fits into either of those categories. For example, it can 
feel a bit strange to read excerpts from the book of Joshua in our worship -- of when Joshua leads God's people into 
battle to conquer Canaan, famously taking and burning the cities of Jericho and Ai -- and then concluding the lesson by 
declaring it to be God's Word. It may lead to certain questions of morality, of why Joshua and the Israelites would kill 
the inhabitants of a city for the sake of accomplishing God's will. 
 
Likewise, there may be many different reactions to today's lesson from Luke, some of which might make it difficult to 
hear Jesus' words as good news considering that the number of "woes" of which Jesus warns the crowd of disciples. From 
the start, I must say that it is often my gut reaction in hearing this beginning to the Sermon on the Plain quickly to think 
on where my own place in Jesus' sermon might be -- that as one who has never been truly hungry nor truly poor nor 
overwhelmingly grieving nor hated or reviled on account of the Son of Man, I know that if I had to be one or the other, 
I'd fall decidedly in the "woes" category: 
 
"Woe to you who are rich… 
"Woe to you who are full now… 
"Woe to you who are laughing now… 
"Woe to you when all speak well of you… 
 
Though many have tried, I will not try to justify these statements as somehow less than they appear -- I believe that these 
are genuine words of Jesus and that he meant them rather plainly. So where is the good news? Even for those who are the 
recipients of blessing, the "now" of what's happening for them doesn't seem too good either. The poor, the hungry, the 
weeping, and the hated could almost just as well hear these words from Jesus and think "that's great, Jesus, but what 
about now? What good is future reward when I'm suffering now?" 
 
Again, I bring up these concerns not to let Jesus off the hook, not to turn his words into something they're not. Because 
that's often the temptation when we encounter difficult or challenging scripture -- that we might want to massage it into 
a different saying altogether so that we might feel just a little bit better about what is actually written in the pages of our 
Bibles. We really may not want to think on Jericho as a slaughter; we may not want to think of ourselves in the 
less-than-ideal group in Jesus' sermon. But we can't escape the truth of God's Word -- it does us no good to change the 
story. 
 
And so the stories remain what they are -- messy, challenging, frustrating, confounding. Some of our questions that 
might arise from reading these kinds of stories will remain perplexing to us and even might go unanswered. But we are 
not without hope. Jesus doesn't announce these blessings and woes to shame the rich or to give false hope to the poor. 
Instead, Jesus says what he says that he might point to a greater reality for both the rich and the poor, that despite their 
enormous differences, they have a paramount similarity: the need to trust in God. 
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As always, Jesus' words are more than mere lip service. To trust in God cannot mean that because we believe, everything 
will go the way we want it to -- for the Christian faith is not naïve nor does Jesus promise a lack of suffering and tragedy 
to his disciples -- quite the opposite, actually. It also cannot mean that when good things do happen, that's when God is 
present for us -- the Christian faith is also not a theologized version of Santa Claus in which our rewards come from our 
own accomplishments. Instead we might do best to embrace the tension of our unanswered questions when it comes to 
Biblical violence as well as the striking imbalance of the blessings and woes and seek the God who is beyond our 
questions and knowing and observations and abilities. 
 
And this is where the rich and the poor find a common ground -- not in their experience nor in what they know but in 
the depths and riches of God. And that common ground is a level place, a place just as where Jesus speaks from in the 
Gospel story -- that regardless of where we find ourselves and our place in this life, we cannot hope to live into the 
promise of the blessings or to be redeemed from the uncertainty of the woes without putting our trust not in ourselves 
but entirely and hopefully and unabashedly in God. For God is the great leveller, the one who casts down the mighty 
from their thrones and lifts up the lowly, the one who has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away 
empty -- those lines, of course, coming from the Magnificat, which might as well be the theme song of Luke's Gospel. 
 
Yes, Jesus speaks these words from the plain, a level place, a place where the multitudes might hear his words alike -- the 
rich and the poor, the hungry and the full, those who are laughing and those who are weeping. Because though it may 
not sound like it, Jesus is still giving them all good news -- the good news of God's promise of redemption and release for 
those who are in the midst of great suffering, and the challenge of the responsibility of the good news for those who have 
much -- for to whom much is given, much is expected. 
 
We might walk away from Jesus' words today and continue to ask ourselves "do I fit into the blessings or the woes?" The 
answer is not unimportant, but our response to God may be the same regardless -- that in the hope of blessing, we may 
want to draw as near to God as we can, and in the midst of woe, there is nowhere but to God to turn. Our desire for 
knowledge and our search to find exactly what we want to find in the written Word of God may sometimes go 
unfulfilled, but the more we ask these kinds of questions, the more we will be approaching God all the same. 
 
The Psalmist writes "You will save a lowly people, but you will humble the haughty eyes." May the Lord grant us the 
humility and grace to turn from our pride when we are woeful, and may the Lord increase in us the hope of coming into 
God's kingdom when we are lowly, that we may ever seek to deepen our trust in the God of our salvation. 
 
Amen. 

 


