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There were a LOT of folks there that day when Jesus spoke of blessings and of woes.  

 

Having come down from a mountaintop retreat, Jesus must have looked around. And he would 

have seen what Luke describes as a “great crowd of his disciples” – more than the 12 we 

typically think of – and a “great multitude of people” as well, from all over – locals from Judea 

and religious elite from Jerusalem and strangers from the distant gentile regions of Tyre and 

Sidon.  

 

They’ve all come to hear Jesus. They’ve all come to be healed by Jesus. 

 

All sorts of folks were there. From all sorts of places. Representing all sorts of situations and 

conditions. Disciples drawn by Jesus. The curious intrigued by Jesus. The elite agitated by Jesus. 

Surely there were rich folk and poor folk, the powerful and the oppressed, the sick and the well. 

 

And I imagine Jesus looking around at this large and diverse gathering and wondering:  

“How are we all going to live together in this world?” 

 

Well, not as we’ve been living so far! That was true then. It’s still true now.  

 

I think Jesus sets out to level the playing field. Even the posture he takes makes the point. Luke 

tells us that Jesus has just come down from the mountain to stand “on a level place.” He has 

come to be with this variety of humanity. Not above or, for that matter, below any of them, but 

to stand with them. All of them. 

 

He’s trying to get us to do the same, to put no one above another, nor put anyone down. And so 

he speaks of blessing the lowly and of woes to those on top.  

 

He paints a picture of a world turned upside down in order to set it right side up again. 

 

It’s pretty clear that being blessed, as Jesus is using the term, doesn’t mean what we think it 

means. Jesus is inviting us to see the worth, the dignity, the value of those usually overlooked. 

Their worth is a given, independent of their circumstances. 

 

And, conversely, when Jesus says, “Woe to you …” it’s not so much a threat as a lament for 

those who equate their value with their present circumstances. It’s no way to live, Jesus is 

saying. Life is more than making sure we strive to keep ourselves safe and secure with no 

regard for others. Woe to those who aspire to live above the fray of their neighbors.  
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That’s a point echoed in the opening words from our first reading from the prophet Jeremiah: 

“Cursed are those who trust in mere mortals 

    and make mere flesh their strength … 

 

Old Testament scholar Rolf Jacobson says that “trust[ing] in mere mortals” he wants us to think 

specifically to men, men in positions of power: kings and generals and soldiers. Those who trust 

in their position and their power. i God resists powerful men who think that the goal of life is to 

dominate, to win at all costs, never mind the cost to those bludgeoned along the way, without 

concern for the rights taken away from some in order to safeguard the privilege of a few. 

 

It’s still countercultural. Still.  

 

Nobody thinks one of the teams playing in today’s Super Bowl wants to be “blessed” with a 

loss. And in all likelihood, somebody on the winning team will surely “humblebrag” after the 

game, saying that they’ve been “blessed” with a victory.  

 

But by Jesus’ measure of things, it’d be better to lose the game and maintain a sense of self, 

dignity, humanity, trust in God and the goodness of life than to win and believe that victory is 

the only guarantee of one’s worth or of God’s favor.  

 

Make no mistake, even today’s winner will one day lose.  

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 who win now, 

for you will lose. 

 

That’s not a threat. Just an inevitable truth. (Even Tom Brady, it seems, will reach his end.) 

 

Jesus is inviting us to re-imagine the world in terms other than winners and losers, to re-

imagine the world – and our place in it – as it could be – not merely accept things as they are. 

 

Last year, during Lent, a number of us read Love is the Way, a book by our Presiding Bishop 

Michael Curry.  

 

In one of the chapters of the book, he talks about the power of our dreams to change the world. 

Michael Curry described the first time he heard Desmond Tutu speak. Nelson Mandela was still 

in prison in South Africa, without any expectation of being released. Protests and violence were 

rampant, and there was no way to know what the future held. Michael Curry isn’t clear about 

much that was said, but he does recall Tutu’s concluding words: 
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I believe that one day South Africa will be free. All of her children – Black, 

Brown, and colored – all of her children will be free. I believe it not because I can 

see it but because I believe God has a dream for South Africa. And this is the God 

who raised Jesus from the dead. I believe that God has a dream for South Africa 

because nothing can stop God. ii 

 

Recalling that dream for South Africa, Michael Curry recalled Martin Luther King, Jr.’s famous 

dream for us. Let me recall a few of the words he spoke: 

… even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a 

dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. I have a dream that 

one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: We 

hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal. 

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves 

and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table 

of brotherhood … 

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where 

they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their 

character. 

 

A dream is a powerful thing, whether it’s Desmond Tutu’s dream for South Africa or Martin 

Luther King, Jr.’s dream for America or Jesus’ dream for all God’s children. A dream can open 

doorways to a different way of ordering our lives and our world.  

 

Michael Curry says that a dream such as this is probably our best hope: 

Time and time again in history, the positive, the miraculous – even crazy – 

energy of dreamers has saved us. In insane times, it’s sanity that kills us – the 

sanity of complicity with the present nightmare. The only people who have ever 

changed the world or anything for good have been those who have dared to 

dream of an alternative reality, another possibility than the one that confronts us 

day by day. iii 

 

In an earlier book of sermons, Michael Curry recalls the well-known words of Bobby Kennedy: 

“Some [people] see things as they are and ask why. I dream things that never were and ask why 

not?” And Michael Curry riffs on the question: 

Why not? 

Why not a world where no child will ever go to bed hungry again? 

Why not a world in which poverty is truly history, a thing of the past? 

Why not a world in which every person is treated and valued as a child of God? 

Why not a world where we lay down our swords and shields, down by the 

riverside, to study war no more? 
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Why not a world reconciled to our God and to each other as children of God and 

brothers and sisters of one another? 

Why not a world that looks less like the nightmare of our human devising and 

more like the world of God’s creating? 

Why not? iv 

 

These questions stay close to Jesus’ list of those whom God longs to bless. And woe to us all if 

we fail to respond. 

 

Michael Curry recalls an occasion when a journalist questioned his naivete. “Sounds nice,” the 

journalist allowed, “but isn’t a world built on love utopian, maybe a little Pollyannaish?”  

 

Michael Curry says he replied without missing a beat: 

I said, “OK, let me do a Dr. Phil on you. How is the way of the world working for 

you right now? Who’s the Pollyanna here?”  

We’re living, right now, in a world built on selfishness, indifference, and even 

hatred, and it doesn't look good. What does it get us? Mass shootings, the 

murder of innocents. Brutal dictatorships. The suppression of ethnic and 

religious minorities. The mistreatment of refugees. The rise of racism, anti-

Semitism, nationalistic nativism, and xenophobia. Fear begins to rule our lives. 

People are hurting and hating others because they are different. We have wars 

and rumors of wars. We have an earth that has been exploited to a crisis point … 

What it all adds up to is … mutually assured destruction. Now that’s insanity. 

Suddenly a world built on love starts to look like the sane one. v  

 

Jesus looked around that day and wondered, “How are we all going to live together in this 

world?” And then he lays out before us a dream for the world – for all sorts and conditions of 

humanity to live together as God’s beloved community. It’s out-of-step with the world as we 

know it. It may seem topsy-turvy and a little bit crazy. But then again, the crazy dream of Jesus 

might the best hope for a world gone mad. That’s what makes this good news for everyone. (It’s 

a word of hope for those who most need it. And it’s a word that challenges us to do more than 

clutch at our personal privilege.) Woe to us if we fail to align our priorities with God’s, if we fail 

do what we can to make this world a better place for all God’s children. 

 

 

i Rolf Jacobson @ https://www.workingpreacher.org/podcasts/828-sixth-sunday-after-epiphany-feb-13-2022. 

ii Michael Curry, Love is the Way: Holding on to Hope in Troubling Times (Penguin Random House, New York, 2020), pp. 72-73. 

iii Michael Curry, Love is the Way: Holding on to Hope in Troubling Times (Penguin Random House, New York, 2020), p. 74. 

iv Michael Curry, Crazy Christians: A Call to Follow Jesus (Morehouse Publishing, Harrisburg, PA, 2013), p. xiii. 

v Michael Curry, Love is the Way: Holding on to Hope in Troubling Times (Penguin Random House, New York, 2020), pp. 88-89. 
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