
 
  
 
 Sometimes what you are doing helps others interpret what you are saying. I think 
we have a tendency with this passage to focus almost exclusively on what Jesus says. For 
those of us who woke up this morning in a heated home in a good neighborhood, ate a 
good breakfast in our modern kitchen, got in our cars in our two or three car garages to 
come to church- we have some questions about what Jesus says here, especially the part 
about woe to you who are rich and whose bellies are full and are spoken well of in the 
community. 
 
 It is troubling, and jarring, to read these words. It can make us want to flip back to 
Matthew and his Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus speaks of hungering and thirsting for 
righteousness, of the poor in spirit. But I think it is worth for us today to linger in Luke 
with this troubling text because Jesus’ words aren’t the only things that speak. 
 

Jesus came down from the high place where he had called his disciples to be 
among the crowds. Jesus is surrounded by the people. Luke tells us that the crowd came 
to “hear him and to be healed of their diseases.” Jesus responds to them in opposite order 
– he heals them and then he teaches.  
 
 He walks among the crowd, and people are healed just by touching him. Like the 
hemorrhaging woman who reaches out and touches the hem of his garment and is healed, 
power goes out from Jesus in this crowd. Luke says he healed them all. 
 
 All. Not some. And we know from Luke’s Gospel and his second volume, the 
Book of Acts, that among the crowds that followed Jesus and among the early church to 
which Luke writes, there were wealthy and poor, women and men, people on the fringes 
of acceptable and those who were known and respected, Gentiles and Jews, young and 
old. The mention of the region of Tyre and Sidon indicates a diverse crowd. And Jesus 
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heals them all. Before he says a single word, grace pours out of him like a mighty stream 
and the broken are made whole.  
 
 Jesus doesn’t ask them if they are rich or poor, hungry, or full, in or out before he 
heals them. He doesn’t check their politics or inquire about the car they drive or the size 
of their house. He doesn’t make them show a denominational card or prove that they truly 
believe. He simply heals all of them, a manifestation of God’s unconditional grace, 
poured out on all. 
 
 It seems to me we cannot properly understand and respond to what Jesus teaches 
here until we understand what he does, until we embrace the healing he brings, until we 
reach out in deep trust, and touch him. 
 
  In Luke, as in other gospels, when Jesus speaks to his disciples, he is speaking to 
his church; what Jesus does in front of his disciples, he does in front of his church. And 
what he does in front of us today is embody a grace that knows no bounds.  
 
 I was at a party a few years ago milling around when I was introduced to someone 
as the pastor of First Presbyterian Church. He immediately took an interest in me and 
seemed eager to talk about church. I noticed the person who introduced me had already 
slipped away before I realized I had walked into a trap. Turns out the gentleman was a 
rather committed member of a church of another denomination, and he liked to pick at 
people who weren’t of his tribe, all in a friendly manner, but not so friendly as to hide his 
belief that he had chosen the better part. 
 
 “Tell me the one thing that makes Presbyterians distinctive,” he said, jovially. I 
started to respond, “We don’t talk about God or politics at cocktail parties,” but thought 
better of it. Instead, I offered that Presbyterians really value education, not just of the 
clergy, but education in general, for everybody.” 
 
 “What about theology?” he said, as if education wasn’t theological. “What’s 
distinctive about you theologically?”  
 
 “Grace is a pretty important thing to us. We talk about it often.” 
 



 “We believe in grace too,” he said. 
 
 “Well, there you go,” I said, trying to disengage. “I guess we have some things in 
common.” 
 
 “But what does that mean to you, to your church?”  
 
 My friend who introduced me to my questioner had had his fun and came to rescue 
me. But had I been quicker on my feet, I would have said, “Grace means nothing more or 
less than God’s love, which comes to us undeserved, claims us before we can love in 
return, flows out from Christ with healing power, and turns no one, no one, away. Grace 
is Jesus in that crowd, making himself fully available to them, offering himself to them, 
to reach out and touch him…and he healed them all.” But, like I said, no God or politics 
at cocktail parties.  

  Christ is the light that allows people to see things in their fullness. The precise and 
intended effect of such a light is to see Christ everywhere else. Richard Rohr says, “In 
fact, that is my only definition of a true Christian. A mature Christian sees Christ in 
everything and everyone else. That is a definition that will never fail you, always demand 
more of you, and give you no reasons to fight, exclude, or reject anyone.” 

 It is an easy detail to miss in this text. Jesus is down on the plain with all the 
people, people he has been healing indiscriminately. And then he looks up from the need 
all around him, from the mass of poor and hungry and despised people, he looks up at his 
disciples. He teaches them from the middle of all these people, as if to say that his words 
cannot be properly understood apart from his location, from his action.  
 

It is only after we have received the grace of Christ that we are ready to hear him 
teach his way. Only when we realize we are all here by God’s grace, we are all addressed 
by God’s grace, and all of us stand equally before God because of our need for this 
grace…only then can we hear the blessings and curses for what they are – further signs of 
God’s grace. 
 
 Christ pronounces a blessing on those who are poor, hungry, weeping, and 
rejected. God is already at work in the world to make them whole. And woe to you who 



have great means, who have abundant food, who laugh, and who are welcomed into the 
inner circles of power. God is already at work turning the world upside-down, and if you 
have placed your trust in these things, the grace that is turning the world around will feel 
like a curse. 
 
 On one level, Jesus acts here as a prophet. Prophets are truth-tellers, and Jesus is 
here speaking God’s truth, that those who live under the boot of Rome, who do not know 
where their next meal is coming from, who live their days weeping, who are shunned and 
scorned – these are blessed of God. These are recipients of God’s grace. This would have 
included the vast number of people in that crowd, who surely hear it as good news. 
 
 But there is a real danger here if we are not careful. It is tempting to feel that we, 
who are wealthy by the world’s standards, if we do not want to be woeful, must do more 
for them, the blessed. Then we, too, will be blessed. In this way, the Beatitudes of Jesus 
become law, and not grace. They become one more thing we should do to save our skins. 
But let us not forget the context – Jesus among the people, healing them all. All.  
 

 Perhaps there is a deeper truth in this text, one that should be obvious, but is so 
easy to forget. Sin and holiness are part of each of our lives, each of us experience 
blessings and woes while living. You remember the words of Russian dissident Alexandr 
Solzhenitsyn – “The line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between 
classes, nor between political parties either – but right through every human heart.” All of 
us stand in need of the reversal the kingdom brings, as God turns the world to God’s way, 
God’s intention through Christ.  
 

 What we do is not for others, but with them. The overriding goal the ministries and 
missions in our church is to stand with the other, to recognize that there is no us and 
them, only us, and to work out what that means as we join in God’s great kingdom work 
in the world. The greatest gift these blessings and woes give us is the recognition that we 
“are no longer strangers with anyone. We are all children of the same Creator God.”  
 

 Indeed. We follow the same Christ, the one who stood in the crowd of the rich and 
the poor, the hungry and the full, the weeping and the laughing, the insiders and 
outsiders…and healed them all. Let us reach out in trust, touch him, and receive the grace 
he offers, and then, by God’s grace, respond in generosity, love, solidarity, and deep 
peace – for the sake of the world God loves and for which Christ died. Amen. 


