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“Whoa! Woe to Some of Us”—Reflection for 13 February 2022  

6th Sunday After Epiphany/C 

Text: Jeremiah 17:5-10, Psalm 1 (VU #724), Luke 6:17-26            
Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton at East Plains United Church, Burlington, Ontario 

In celebration of Black History month, I invite us all to think about today’s scripture 

texts through that lens. Those of us who are not of African heritage cannot look 

through the eyes of those who are, but we can pay attention and honour their story  

and reflect on how it is part of the history that ALL of us share. 

The more we know about black history and culture, we realize how important texts like 

those we read today have been to them in their faith life, especially those who came 

out of the slave trade and were indoctrinated into Christianity. The beatitudes, 

especially, were and are important to them because Jesus’ words turn upside down 

the effects of white privilege and colonialism. 

“If we haven’t been inoculated by over-familiarity, the shock of the words in Luke’s 
beatitudes is that the things that Jesus describes as being disastrous are precisely the 
things that most of us aspire to most of the time: being financially secure, well fed, 
happy, and well regarded by those around us.  

If you want to recover the shock of those words, imagine applying it to our children. 
Imagine Jesus pointing at our children [and grandchildren] and saying, I hope and pray 
that they grow up to be poverty stricken, malnourished, gripped by grief and sadness, 
and despised by almost everyone in mainstream society. 

Do any of you think you could join him in such a prayer? I didn’t think so.”i 

I don’t happen to think Jesus would pray that. But those words describe what has been 
the reality for many in the African-Canadian and African-American community. They 
don’t have to imagine it, so the reversals Jesus indicates are rays of hope for them. 

But Jesus is not about creating yet another system of winners and losers, even in 
reverse. Jesus is about completely abolishing systems that require anyone to be 
forced into the loser’s role. 

And Jesus certainly was about overturning the values system of his society, an action 
that invites us to apply it to ours. When he first spoke these words, they would have 
been every bit as shocking and unthinkable as that imaginary prayer for our children 
described above.  

In his day, the values of society were understood in religious terms as the values of 
God. Then, as now, most people aspired to be prosperous, well fed, happy, respected 
and popular. But in those days, people also regarded those things as unmistakeable 
signs of the blessing of God. Prosperity, happiness and popularity were seen as God’s 
rewards, bestowed on those who were good enough to deserve them.  
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Some churches—prosperity gospel churches—still teach this today because it is 
present in parts of the Bible, despite the clear teaching of Jesus to the contrary.  

So in a culture that had always believed that the trappings of success proved that you 
were a good person blessed by God, Jesus saying “Blessed are the poor and woe to 
the rich” was as unexpected and bewildering as if he’d told us that certain political 
leaders were God’s chosen role models for us all to follow. Oh, wait, some Christians 
are actually saying that. The same ones who believe that prosperity is a sign of 
blessing. And that white privilege is an inherent right. 
 

Here’s the thing: both then and now, humans tend to confuse God’s expectations with 
our own social constructions. But unlike God’s expectations, our social constructions of 
goodness and success are nearly always formulated by dividing people up in a way 
that shows us to be supposedly better in contrast with those who are deemed to be 
failures, losers, problems, misfits or just “other”—not like us. So we have the notion we 
are special if we are not one of them. 
 

Once others fall outside the realm of what we deem to be good, right, normal, and 
acceptable, they soon fall outside the realm of our concerns and our care. They even 
become the people we can blame for whatever is going wrong. So we see desperate 
governments defining asylum seekers and refugees as lawbreakers and criminals 
trying to breach borders. And then they are reduced to people to whom proper medical 
care does not have to be provided, when they get sick. We have dehumanised them. 
We are us, they are them. We are blessed, they are cursed. End of story. 
 

Asylum seekers, the frail elderly, the mentally ill, those whose sexuality is not binary. I 
could go on. There are so many groups of people who don’t fit traditional expectations 
of what’s normal and good and socially acceptable. That, my friends, is why we are in 
an Affirming process: to reflect on and change our attitudes and learn new ways to be 
welcoming to so many groups who, although we might not say it out loud, we regard as 
the outcast, the unwanted. We’ve built our social systems, and they don’t have a place.  
 

That has been the experience of many people of colour, whether it be African-
Canadian, indigenous, or a number of other ethnicities. And that’s why the beatitudes 
are so salvific for them. 
 

Because Jesus upends the tables of social constructs and sets free those we have 
locked out. Jesus comes declaring that the poor and the hungry, the asylum seekers, 
the frail elderly, the mentally ill, and people of all races, genders, gender identities, 
sexual orientations, and so on, are at the centre of God’s care and God’s love, and that 
the emerging culture of God will seat these people in places of honour. They will be 
blessed. 
 

This is not an either/or for Jesus. He is not just reversing the system and sending the 
rich and well fed and socially successful off to places of shame and humiliation. He 
doesn’t say “Cursed are the rich.” He says “Woe to the rich.” How is that different?  
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It is a bit like what he said elsewhere when he said it is as hard for a rich person to get 
in to the kin-dom of God as it is for a camel to get through a needle’s eye. Or when he 
told the rich young man to give away all he had and come follow him. We don’t even 
know for sure which path the latter guy took, we just know it made him very sad. 
 

You see, everyone is called, but not everyone sees the invitation as a blessing. Those 
who do are usually those with nothing to lose. The poor, the hungry, the refugees, the 
mentally ill, those marginalized in any way, including skin colour. Those who have 
known misery and abuse will not feel torn about trading their past for a seat at the 
banquet table of God.  
 

But those of us who are well accustomed to being the privileged ones, the special 
ones, the righteous and respected and honoured ones—we are not going to be nearly 
so attracted to a new way of being, in which all of that counts for nothing and there is 
no longer any recognition of our special status.  
 

This is why so many Christians still hold onto the idea of a God who will send bad 
people to hell, because that would mean that God was still recognising our special 
status as the good, respectable people. But Jesus was clear here in the beatitudes and 
elsewhere in some of his conversations with the religious elite of his day that things are 
different than we had assumed.  
 

“The prostitutes and outcasts and sinners are getting into the realm of God more easily 
than you,” he said, and it’s precisely because they know they’ve got nothing to lose, 
while we respectable religious people are turning up our noses and feeling sick at the 
very thought of lowering ourselves to go where they go and sit where they sit.  
 

All our lives we have thought that the worst thing in the world would be to fall through 
the cracks and end up where the asylum seekers or frail elderly or mentally ill end up. 
But now Jesus is telling us that where they end up is seated at the banquet table of 
God, and Jesus is inviting us to end up where they end up, seated alongside them.  
 

It is actually the most astonishing blessing. But we are so conditioned to the lie that 
says that we only win if others lose, that we find it desperately painful to let go of our 
status as the centre of society, the so-called “normal” ones, the ones who are right.  
 

God’s equality is extraordinarily good news, but as Jesus acknowledged, it may not 
feel like that to those of us for whom the status quo has been our good news. 
 

Let’s look also to Jeremiah’s desert version of the beatitudes. His version is very 
simple. Trust in God, and you will live. Trust in your own ability to make it to the top, 
and you will dry up like a shrub in the desert. It is similar to what Jesus said, noting that 
it was much easier to trust God when everything else has failed you. When the 
success systems of mainstream society have served you well, trusting a God who 
invites you to turn your back on all that is so much harder to do. 
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In reflecting on this passage, it hit my heart about how this affects me personally in the 
way I have understood my work as a pastor. I have had far more trust than I realised in 
my own ability to achieve things and make a difference. I have tended to understand 
myself and my ministry as contributing to making the world a better place. But if I am 
honest with myself, I know I cannot do much to turn around the things that concern me 
most: poverty, hunger, war, injustice, political chaos, and climate change. 
 

In that realization, I’m hearing Jesus say “blessed are the unsuccessful; blessed are 
the despairing; blessed are those whose efforts in the greater scheme of things are 
miniscule and ultimately futile.” That’s not the blessing I was seeking. But it feels real. 
 

Even Jesus knew that he himself couldn’t turn things around, weeping over the 
impending destruction of Jerusalem. “Jerusalem, Jerusalem. How often have I longed 
to gather you in my arms like a hen gathering her chicks, but … you are doomed.”  
 

Jesus knew that God has called us only to be faithful, faithful even if it brings only 
tears. 
 

Blessed are those who can give up trusting in their own strength, effectiveness, and 
importance. Blessed are they who can surrender all that and live faithfully in God’s 
ways, for they will be like trees with deep roots that can reach the water of life even 
when the desert heat hits 48 degrees, and everything we thought we could do is wilting 
and dripping.  
 

Or, as Jeremiah wrote: 7Blessed are those who trust in GoD, whose trust is the LORD.  
8 They shall be like a tree planted by water, sending out its roots by the stream. 
It shall not fear when heat comes, and its leaves shall stay green; 
in the year of drought it is not anxious, and it does not cease to bear fruit. 
 

Wow, doesn’t that sound like these past two years of living in a pandemic? We as 
people, and we as a community of faith, have been tempted to fear and be anxious. 
But we have discovered how to stay connected with each other and with God and we 
have not ceased to bear fruit, good fruit. We have discovered and implemented new 
ways to worship together, to care for each other, and to reach out to others.  
 
All of this has been during a transition time in the life of our congregation, a time that 
can be fearful and anxious in the best of times. I have shared with you that intentional 
interim/transitional time has been compared to being in the wilderness, the desert. If 
we are rooted in God, we can get through dry times without anxiety or fear, because 
our leaves are still green and we continue to produce fruit, living in God’s love and 
vision for us and for the world. Thanks be to God! 
 

i Nathan Nettleton, Pastor, South Yarra Community Baptist Church, Melbourne, Australia, Blessings We Didn’t Want 

A sermon on Jeremiah 17:5-10; 1 Corinthians 15:12-20 & Luke 6:17-26 by Nathan Nettleton, 17 February 2019 

                                                           


