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Sermon for Epiphany VI Year C 2022 
On the Level 

 
Here is what the world says: 
It is better to be rich than poor; 
powerful than weak; 
able-bodied than disabled. 
Some say it is better to be a man than a woman. 
Some even say it is better to be white than to be black or brown. 
Here is what God says: 
The world is wrong. 
 
At least, that’s what Jesus is saying in his sermon on the plain. 
Jesus is not only standing “on a level place,” 
frankly he’s leveling with us—as in telling us a rather raw, 
unvarnished, faith-rattling declaration on the realm of God. 
In his proclamation of blessings and woes— 
he’s speaking to his disciples—to the church— 
giving us a warning about considering material blessings  
as signs of God’s favor. when, in fact,  
they often end up liabilities that can cause spiritual harm to us. 
 
Aren’t we just a little bit tempted to nuance Jesus’ words  
so that they are more tolerable, easier to chew on, let alone swallow? 
As in . . . Jesus didn’t really mean poor as in homeless poor,  
or below the poverty level poor, did he? 
He didn’t mean hungry as in starving, did he? 
Surely, Jesus didn’t mean that God wants us  
to spend our days weeping and desolate. 
Should we really court the world’s dislike  
in order to earn God’s blessing? 
I mean, Jesus was exaggerating, wasn’t he? 
Speaking figuratively? 
There must be some way we can wriggle out of the “woes” column  
and sneak into the “blessed” column, right? 
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Now it’s my turn to speak “on the level”  
about Jesus’ sermon that’s “on the level.” 
While in Matthew’s gospel, the beatitudes include phrases like “poor in 
spirit,” instead of just “poor” and “those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness,” instead of just plain old hungry, 
in this sermon in the gospel of Luke, Jesus means what he says. 
Salvation or the way of salvation means reversal. 
We hear the echo of Mary’s song, the Magnificat with all the 
astounding reversals—bring the lofty down, lifting the lowly, 
filling the hungry with good things, sending the rich away empty— 
scattering the proud in imaginations of their hearts. 
 
So, what should we do with this teaching of Jesus? 
Walk away and pretend we didn’t hear it? 
Wallow in guilt? 
Romanticize poverty? 
Avoid happiness? 
 
No, that doesn’t sound right. 
The very fact that just Jesus prefaces this hard teaching  
by alleviating suffering in every way possible  
tells us that he doesn’t glorify misery for its own sake. 
Pain in and of itself is neither holy nor redemptive in the Christian story. 
No, Jesus’ ministry is all about healing, restoration, abundance, 
liberation and joy. 
 
What is more, this Sermon on the Plain is not prescriptive. 
Nowhere in his litany of blessings and woes  
does Jesus tell his listeners how to behave. 
It’s not advice. It is not even judgment. 
It’s simply and plainly (pun intended!)  
the truth about the way things work. 
Jesus is doing his “leveling” work. 
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Notice that Jesus doesn’t offer four blessings to one group of disciples 
and four woes to another. 
His sermon is not sorting between good people and bad people. 
He addresses every blessing and every woe to every person. 
Blessed are you  as in blessed are you-all 
Woe to you-all 
It is to say—this is the human pattern. 
This is where all of us live. 
We move from blessing to woe  
over and over again in the course of our lives. 
We invite blessing every time  
we find ourselves empty and yearning for God,  
and we invite woe every time we retreat  
into smug and thoughtless self-satisfaction. 
When I am “full” of anything but God, God “empties” me. 
Not as punishment, but as grace. 
Not as condemnation, but as loving reorientation. 
When I am bereft, vulnerable, and empty in the world’s eyes, 
God blesses me with the fullness of divine mercy and kindness. 
 
Our God is a God of both comfort and challenge, 
and before God, we are, all of us, on one level. 
Blessed and woeful. 
Saint and sinner. 
We occupy “the plain” of this beautiful and broken world together. 
 
Perhaps this sermon of Jesus is telling us to accept the tensions and 
complexities of this startling both-and. 
Maybe our task is to resist our own defensiveness. 
To overcome our fear of leaning into God’s blessings. 
To humble ourselves beneath God’s woes. 
 
How might we do this? 
We might begin by admitting that Jesus is right.  
After all, Jesus is an honest man, isn’t he? He tells the truth to us. 
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Then we might go further and examine how most of the time, unless 
something bad is happening, we’re not all that desperate for God. 
Unless circumstances lead us to a sense of urgency about ultimate 
things, many of us can go days without talking to God. 
We are primed by comforts to live in the shallows, unaware of the 
treasures that wait in the depths . . . most of the time, 
it is so easy to forget that we would be lost—utterly and wholly lost—
without the grace that sustains us. 
 
It seems that Jesus is saying  
that we have something to learn about discipleship,  
about being the church,  
that life circumstances will not teach us. 
Something to recognize about  
the radical counter-intuitiveness of God’s priorities and promises. 
Something to notice about the clouding power of plenty  
to blind us to our over-fullness. 
Something to gain from the humility that leads us to realize we have 
something to learn from people we think we are superior to. 
 
It is not comfortable to sit in the “woes” column, 
but if a willingness to do it anyway might save our lives. 
 
One theologian and preacher summed things up about Jesus’ upside 
down kingdom this way: 
The world says “Get” and Jesus says, “Give.” 
In terms of the world’s sanity, Jesus is crazy as a coot, and anybody who 
thinks he can follow him without being a little crazy too is laboring less 
under a cross than under a delusion. 
 
Here is what the world says: It is better to be rich than poor; 
powerful than weak; able-bodied than disabled. 
Some say it is better to be a man than a woman. 
Some even say it is better to be white than to be black or brown. 
Here is what the love of God in Christ says: The world is wrong. 
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This is not the prosperity gospel that teaches  
that “blessing” is health, wealth, and happiness. 
This is a teaching so costly,  
most of us will do anything to domesticate it; 
it’s so costly, only grace could pay the price of it. 
 
Blessed are you are poor, hungry, sad, and expendable. 
Why? 
Because you have everything to look forward to. 
Because the Kingdom of God is yours . . . as a gift. 
Because Jesus came, and comes still,  
to fill the empty-handed with good things. 
 
May the God who gives and takes away, 
offers comfort and challenge, 
grant each of us the grace to sit with woe  
and learn the meaning of blessing. 

 
 


